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Abstract

Women earn degrees at a higher rate than men, yet they are underrepresented in
leadership positions in general and more specifically, in executive leadership positions
in the areas of finance, operations, and administration (FOA) in higher education. This
qualitative study explored the journeys of women in executive leadership positions in
finance, operations, and administration at four-year, public colleges or universities. The
research question that guided this study was: How do women describe their
experiences of securing, transitioning into, and advancing within executive leadership
positions in FOA in higher education? Document and content analysis, demographic
questionnaire, observations, interviews, and reflection were the methods used to collect
data from six study participants. Narrative and thematic analysis were used in a case
study format to generate the themes of the study. Using social cognitive theory as a
conceptual framework, the themes were organized into three aspects of their journeys:
1) environmental elements, 2) behavioral elements, and 3) personal elements. In
describing their journeys to executive leadership in higher education, the themes that
emerged were: 1) career-related experience, 2) education, 3) relationships, 4) family and
motherhood, 5) gender disparities, and 6) self-efficacy. A major finding was that women
described their experiences of securing their executive leadership positions in FOA in
higher education as a product of relationships with individuals in higher education
vi

prior to entering into higher education. It was also found that women described their
experiences of transitioning into and advancing in leadership in terms of gaining careerrelated experiences, acquiring education, cultivating relationship, and using selfefficacy as contributors to their journeys in executive leadership in higher education.
Exploring the journeys of these women in executive leadership positions provided
insight on entry points into higher education and how they advanced and sustained in
higher education leadership. Although the women in this study did not have the same
experiences or pathways to executive leadership positions, they successfully traversed
to become executive leaders in higher education. Women are not abandoning their roles
as caretakers of their families to get to executive leadership positions, but they are
evolving into individuals who take care of their families while holding executive
leadership positions. As such, this study has implications for training and education
initiatives that create an interest in leadership in higher education and can lead to the
establishment of a pipeline for women who aspire to become executive leaders in
higher education.
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Chapter One:
Introduction

The lack of representation of women in executive and senior-level leadership
positions is alarming (American Association of University Women, 2016; McFarland et
al., 2017). In 2015, 65% of new chief executive leaders at colleges were men (The
Chronicle of Higher Education, 2016a). For over six decades, men have outnumbered
women in higher education leadership positions (Parker, 2015). Barriers such as glass
ceilings, glass walls, and glass cliffs are common metaphors used to explain the
challenges experienced by women who are aspiring to be executive leaders
(Bruckmüller, Ryan, Rink, & Haslam, 2014; Cook & Glass, 2014; Glass & Cook, 2016;
Hoyt & Murphy, 2016; Sabharwal, 2015; Selzer, Howton, & Wallace, 2017; Turner et al.,
2013). Glass ceilings prevent women from rising through the ranks, glass walls hold
women in certain positions that are considered “feminine” jobs, and “women in
leadership positions face an uphill battle … which may set them up for failure, thus
pushing them over the edge” or off of the glass cliff (Evans, 2014; Sabharwal, 2015, p.
400). As a result of the glass ceilings, walls, and floors, it is difficult for women to
achieve various levels of leadership without some type of unseen barrier.
Notably, women have more difficulty advancing through the ranks of leadership
than men (American Association of University Women, 2016; Glass & Cook, 2016; Hoyt
1

& Murphy, 2016; Woollen, 2016). In the business sector, women chief executive officers
only represent 5% of companies in the Standard and Poor 500 index (American
Association of University Women, 2016). The percentage of women in leadership does
increase outside of the business sector, but women are still highly underrepresented
(American Association of University Women, 2016). In fact, within higher education,
women usually hold less than 30% of the top positions (American Association of
University Women, 2016; Morley, 2014; The Chronicle of Higher Education, 2016c;
Turner, Norwood, & Noe, 2013).
On the contrary, recent statistics suggest that the percentage of women in
leadership positions is on the rise; women are expected to represent about 40% of senior
executive positions by 2030 (American Association of University Women, 2016; Evans,
2014; Sabharwal, 2015). Even with their underrepresentation in leadership positions,
women continue to forge through to become leaders. Although the journey to
leadership appears to contain more barriers for women, there are women who have
managed to successfully climb the leadership ladder (American Association of
University Women, 2016; Maki, 2015; Woollen, 2016). When exploring experiences of
women in higher education, leadership from the perspective of women leaders has been
investigated, but the complexities and diversity of the experiences leading to leadership
positions in finance, operations, and administration in higher education have not been
thoroughly explored (Jones, Hwang, & Bustamante, 2015; Maki, 2015; Woollen, 2016).
As such, this study used women’s stories of their career path to executive leadership to
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understand the pathways taken to successfully obtain executive leadership positions in
higher education.
Statement of the Problem
Women are earning degrees at higher rates than men, but are not rising through
the ranks as fast as men (American Association of University Women, 2016; Byerly,
2014; Ryan et al., 2016). A 2016 report from AAUW states that there is sparse research
available that “adequately explores” gender and leadership and that action is needed to
understand and narrow the gender leadership gap (p. ix). Studies have explored the
barriers and obstacles that hinder the ability of women to achieve executive leadership
positions, but rarely has an anti-deficit approach been used to understand the elements
that contribute to the achievement of leadership positions (Allen, 2015; Galloway, 2016;
Gibbs, 2015). Further, this study takes an asset-based approach to a long-standing
problem in higher education.
The emphasis of many studies on gender and leadership has focused on the
differences between women and men but has not directly focused on the attributes that
make women as qualified as men for leadership positions. In the studies by Morris and
Laipple (2015) and Sánchez-Moreno, López-Yáñez, and Altopiedi (2015), the authors
connect women’s ability to manage human resources as a key characteristic that make
women ideal for leadership. Specifically, Morris and Laipple (2015) discuss women’s
ability to socialize and nurture using emotion and nonverbal skills. In addition to
attentiveness with others, women are more eager than men to engage in the betterment
of themselves and the profession by participating in professional development

3

opportunities (Morris & Laipple, 2015). Sánchez-Moreno et al. (2015) note a decline in
“masculine forms of leadership in dynamic and complex organizations” which implies
that women are a better fit in organizations such as higher education (p. 269). Chin
(2011) attributes the culmination of social interpersonal skills and personality as to why
women employ leadership styles that are more people-oriented and encourages
collaboration, cooperation, and democracy. Such behaviors have been linked with
effective leadership (Chin, 2011). Lastly, Chin’s (2011) qualitative study on leadership
characteristics reveals that women have a higher level of motivation and provide a
higher complexity of responses than men.
Studies have discussed gender characteristics that are deemed to be ideal for
certain leadership positions (Cuadrado, García‐Ael, & Molero, 2015; Eagly & Carli,
2003; Heilman, 2012; Sánchez-Moreno et al., 2015). Notably, Eagly and Carli (2003)
found that although women leaders have disadvantages and advantages, women work
hard to persevere through the double-standard of men being a more qualified leader
than women. Similarly, Adams (2016) surmised that some “non-traditional” women
overcame barriers through self-direction (p. 383). Many women in leadership positions
tend to work harder than their male counterparts to counteract discriminatory acts and
perceptions of negative stereotypes in the advancement process. Because of experiences
such as those, women in leadership positions can be seen as highly competent and
tenacious (Eagly & Carli, 2003).
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Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to explore the journeys of women in executive
leadership positions in finance, operations, and administration at four-year, public
colleges or universities using life story interviews to reconstruct experiences of their
advancement to executive leadership positions. Executive leadership positions in higher
education consist of those that typically report directly to the university president,
provost, chancellor, or senior vice president and perform duties on behalf of the
university. More specifically, this study focuses on women in executive leadership
positions in finance, operation, and administration in higher education; some titles that
represent executive leadership positions are chief financial officers, vice president of
research, chief operating officer, vice president of administrative affairs, and variations
of these titles. Hence forward, I will use FOA to indicate the functional areas of finance,
operation, and administration.
Research Question
The research question that guided the study is: How do women describe their
experiences of securing, transitioning into, and advancing within executive leadership
positions in finance, operations, and administration in higher education? The research
question asks “how?” to act as a guide that prompts the reconstruction and narration of
past events and experiences that led women to their current executive leadership
positions in higher education (Briggs, Morrison, & Coleman, 2012; Seidman, 2013, p.
21). These questions uncovered how women leaders in higher education maneuvered
through the ranks to become executive leaders of institutions of higher education.
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Research about women in executive leadership positions is limited and there is a gap in
the literature exploring how women navigate pathways to senior-level positions in FOA
in general and in higher education specifically. The research question uncovered the
career paths taken by women who have obtained executive leadership positions in
higher education and the factors that contributed to their climb to executive leadership
in higher education.
Significance of the Study
When using degree attainment as an indicator of a person’s qualifications for
holding a leadership position, women are more qualified than men for leadership
positions due to their educational preparedness (McFarland et al., 2017; The Chronicle
of Higher Education, 2016a). Women tend to earn more advanced degrees than men;
however, this does not translate into women having more leadership positions in
private or public sectors (AAUW, 2016; The Chronicle of Higher Education, 2016b).
Researchers have sought to understand why women remain underrepresented in
executive leadership positions (Gallant, 2014; Parker, 2015; Thomas, 2014; Winchester &
Browning, 2015). Some have investigated the effectiveness of leadership development
and training programs for women (Calizo, 2011; DeFrank-Cole, Latimer, Neidermeyer,
& Wheatly, 2016; Gibbs, 2015; West, 2011). Cosimini (2011) researched the barriers and
obstacles “non-academic, female senior administrators” faced throughout their careers
in higher education. By focusing on the facilitators that influenced the successful
attainment of executive leadership positions in higher education, the current study
applied an anti-deficit approach by exploring the successful journeys of women
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currently in those leadership positions. This study will add to the literature in three
ways: 1) sharing stories of women leaders and their journeys to executive leadership
positions in FOA, 2) illuminating the varied pathways of women leaders in higher
education, and 3) highlighting potential strategies and practices for the professional
development of and succession planning for FOA women leaders.
For some, without a systematic method of developing leaders, there is the notion
that leaders will not possess the decision-making abilities needed to be successful and
will leave their position of leadership (Morris & Laipple, 2015). In the private sector,
leadership and management development are important aspects of leadership training
(Morris & Laipple, 2015). In fact, over $15 billion was invested in leadership training in
the private sector in 2013 (Morris & Laipple, 2015). Considering the practices of the
private sector, leadership training could be an effective development tool for leaders in
higher education. Elucidating leadership and management training and development
for women leaders in higher education can help women prepare for and maintain
leadership positions.
Calizo (2011) suggests that future research should explore women’s motivation
for career advancement and start the discussion of “how women who have broken
through the glass ceiling and hold senior leadership positions are able to create change
from the top to the very systems and structures that help build these barriers” (p. 179).
Kezar, Carducci, and Contreras-McGavin (2006) suggest that the importance of the
leadership process and organizational direction are the next topics for research on
leadership in higher education. Maki (2015) also advocated for future research to
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explore the relationship between experiences and events of their careers and how that
information can be used as a recruitment tactic to diversify the representation of
executive leadership in higher education. Building on the findings and suggestions of
previous research, this study considered the role that self-efficacy played in
advancement, cultivation of leadership skills, and experiences of women in higher
education in FOA.
Furthermore, available literature shows a need to explore the experiences that
contribute to the successful attainment of executive leadership positions among women.
This study contributes to the existing research by using the stories of women executive
leaders to better understand their journeys and transferable practices that may support
other women in attaining these positions. Such findings may also help to create
leadership development opportunities and succession planning models.
Conceptual Framework
Theoretical and conceptual frameworks in a research study help to define the
research problem, frame research questions, and structure the literature reviews
(Roberts, 2010). Frameworks work as a filter that will fine-tune the focus of a study and
use theory or theories to explain a phenomenon in a study (Roberts, 2010). Most
research projects are guided by a particular framework and research questions, but
Atkinson (2007) believes that frameworks and research questions are not necessary
when using life story interviews. Life story focuses on the story of the participant as
told by the participant and are not meant to be as rigorous as science, but to be more of
an artful approach that is subjective and individually meaningful (Atkinson, 2007).
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Similarly, McAdams (2008) believes that narrative studies have broad themes that span
across various approaches.
The framework for this study incorporated Plummer’s concept of inner and outer
worlds with Bandura’s (1989, 2001, 2008) social cognitive theory. I used social cognitive
theory to make a connection with the inner and outer worlds or internal and external
factors of each participant as they describe their experiences of securing, transitioning
into, and advancing within executive leadership positions in finance, operations, and
administration in higher education (Bruner, 1991; Plummer, 2001). The conceptual
framework categorizes the triadic reciprocal determinants of social cognitive theory to
represent the participant’s journey from the perspective of their inner and outer worlds.
For the conceptual framework, environmental component is the outer world and
cognitive and behavioral factors represent the inner worlds of the participants. To
further define the conceptual framework, the interaction of Bandura’s (1982, 2001, 2008)
agencies of social cognitive theory were explored using Bruner’s (1991) concepts of
growing knowledge and intelligence through collaboration with the environment for
the creation of cultural tool kits. The conceptual framework of Albert Bandura’s (1977)
self-efficacy theory and Plummer’s (2001) internal and external factors was used for this
study (figure 1).
Within the model of social cognitive theory, Bandura (1989, 1999, 2001) discusses
the notion of human agency defined as humans acting as “causal contributors to their
own motivation and actions” (Morris, 2016, p. 263). Human agency is integral to the
discussion of social cognitive theory because Bandura (1977, 1982, 1999) identifies self-
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efficacy as a central and pervasive mechanism of human agency. Bruner’s (1991)
contribution to the conceptual framework are the tool kits that are comprised of
knowledge and skill that do not necessarily transfer from one domain to another, but
adds to the cultural tool kits and adds to the range of applicability.

Figure 1. Conceptual framework. Adapted from “Self-efficacy mechanism in human
agency,” by A. Bandura, 1982, American Psychologist, 37(2), p. 122; “The call of life
stories in ethnographic research,” by K. Plummer, 2001, Handbook of ethnography, p.
395-406.
Brunner’s (1991) tool kits introduce the professional duality in terms of internal
and external factors of women leaders in higher education. Tool kits consist of
knowledge, skills, and tools that a person acquires over time and are used for task
mastery. Task mastery is dependent upon the tool kits that a person has available to
them and mastery of one task does not guarantee mastery of future tasks (Bruner, 1991).
10

In addition to the tool kits that a person may possess, Brunner (1991) explains that
internal factors such as a person’s knowledge or intelligence is not self-contained, but is
also impacted by external factors such as information acquired from literature, people,
or the environment.
Tool kits and task mastery contribute to a person’s level of self-efficacy. Selfefficacy is a component of the interactive agency of cognitive, environmental, and
behavioral factors known as social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986, 1989, 1999, 2001).
As stated by Bandura (1989), “self-efficacy beliefs function as an important set of
proximal determinants of human motivation, affect, and action” (Bandura, 1989, p.
1175). Central to the theory of self-efficacy are its four sources: 1) performance
accomplishments, 2) vicarious experiences, 3) verbal persuasion, and 4) physiological
and affective states (Bandura, 1977, 1982, 1997; Calizo, 2011; Gibbs, 2015). The four
sources of efficacy expectations influence the level of self-efficacy belief that a person
has and contributes to their success or failure. The development of a person’s
knowledge and skills creates specialized tool kits that can determine a person’s mastery
of a task or performance accomplishment. Additionally, social ecology and cultural
factors can also play a role in the mastery of a task or a performance accomplishment.
Thus, this conceptual framework will use these internal and external factors to guide
the exploration of the life stories of women executive leaders in FOA positions in higher
education.
Assumptions of the Researcher. The women participating in this study
presented multiple realities of their lived experiences. These lived experiences were
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presumed to be unique to women who are in FOA positions and cannot be readily
explained by studying women academic leaders such as academic deans, nonadministrative faculty, or university presidents. There are trainings and workshops
available to teach people to be leaders in general, but not many with specific emphasis
on obtaining or exceling in leadership in FOA in higher education.
There were several assumptions made prior to conducting this study. An
assumption of this study is that there is no clear academic track or pipeline to become
executive leaders in FOA in higher education. Stated another way, there are no formal
methods to guide or train potential leaders to be prepared to take on executive
leadership positions in FOA and potential leaders may not be taught how to access and
advance in a career as an executive leader in FOA in higher education. Second, there is
an assumption that the number of people that intentionally pursue careers as an
executive leader in higher education is not very high. Similar to the assumption that
there is not a set educational track or standard advancement track for executive
leadership positions in higher education, there does not appear to be a high interest
level for or knowledge of these positions or ways to progress to these positions. Third, it
is assumed that women need to have a steady or consistent progression in their careers
to advance and be successful in executive leadership positions. It is assumed that when
women delay, derail, or take a break from their careers to become caregivers or to allow
their spouse to advance before entering the workforce, this lessens their chances of
obtaining or progressing to leadership positions.
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Qualitative researchers play an important role in the data collection and analysis
process. The researcher is a key instrument and is heavily involved in the collection and
interpretation of the data (Brinkman & Kvale, 2015; Crossley, 2007; Wolcott, 2002). As
the researcher, my role was to have a reciprocal relationship with the participants to cocreate an understanding of the data (Creswell, 2014; Janesick, 2011; Lichtman, 2012).
However, as mentioned by Koch (1996), “an interpreter inevitably brings certain
background expectations and frames of meaning to bear in the act of understanding”
(p. 176). As the primary research instrument of this project, the researcher is an
important tool in qualitative research; data is collected and filtered through the
researcher (Lichtman, 2012).
Since 2006, I have been employed by an institution of higher education. I began
my journey in higher education as a part-time employee and was able to navigate my
way to a leadership position. There was not a roadmap to follow to become a leader of
an institution of higher education, nor was there a conscious effort to seek employment
in higher education to become a leader. I am currently in a leadership position within a
college, so I have working knowledge of leadership at the university level, but no firsthand experience of university operations at its highest level. Though I interact with
executive leadership intermittently professionally, prior to this study, I had not had the
opportunity to have explicit conversations with an executive leader about their
backgrounds and how they became leaders in FOA in higher education.
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Delimitations. Delimitations are “characteristics that limit the scope and define
the boundaries” of a study (M. Simon, 2011, p. 2). There were several delimiting factors
incorporated in this study. First, four-year, public institutions outside of Florida were
not explored in because it would limit my ability to travel to the participants’ institution
to conduct in-person interviews. Interviewing participants at their institutions provided
me with the opportunity to become familiar with the participant’s campus, proximity to
other areas and services on campus, and informally observe interactions with
colleagues (Metcalfe, 2016). It also helped to build a rapport during interviews by
engaging in conversation about the participant’s environment (Metcalfe, 2016).
Second, men were excluded from this study. This study sought to gain a better
understanding of women due to their underrepresentation in leadership positions in
higher education. Third, private and religious institutions were not included. Because
the structure and operations of private and religious institutions are not comparable
with public institutions, those institutions were excluded from this study. Lastly,
appropriate for narrative inquiry, the sample size was kept small and to ensure
trustworthiness; robust data was amassed using multiple data collection methods.
Definition of Key Terms
The list below defines key terms that will be discussed throughout this
dissertation.
Higher Education. For the purposes of this study, higher education will refer to
postsecondary institutions that are four-year colleges or universities.
Finance, Operations, and Administration (FOA). This consists of sectors within
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higher education that are administrative units that provide leadership and services to
carry out the overarching mission and vision of college and universities. The units that
are typically included in this category are Business and Finance, Economic
Development, Information Technology, Research, Communications and Marketing,
General Counsel, and Athletics.
Executive Leadership or Leader. An individual or position with higher
education leadership that holds the title of “Vice President” or “Chief Officer” and have
roles that directly report to the President, Provost, Chancellor, Executive Vice President,
or Senior Vice President. This person does not report to a Dean of a college. Used
interchangeably with administrator or administration.
Private, Business, or Corporate Sector. Institutions or organizations that are
typically owned by private individuals or groups and are for-profit organizations and
are not under direct governmental control.
Public or Governmental Sector. Institutions or organizations that are controlled
by state or governmental entities and are typically non-profit.
State University System of Florida (SUS). The twelve public universities in the
state of Florida.
Dissertation Overview
The information in this dissertation is arranged in five chapters. The chapters
provide the context of the study, relevant literature, design of the research study, data
collection, data analysis, and findings.
Chapter One presents the research problem, the purpose and significance of the
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study, conceputal framework, research questions, and the definition of key terms.
Chapter Two is the presentation of the literature review for the study. The
review contains literature on leadership in higher education including an exploration of
gender, equity, and diversity; women leaders in higher education; finance, operation,
and administration in higher education; and concludes with an overview of self-efficacy
theory and its four sources.
Chapter Three focuses on the methodology of the study. This chapter presents
the research design, which includes the philosophical paradigm and research method
that provided guidance for the study. The role of the researcher including ethical
considerations and IRB procedures are explained in this chapter. The chapter concludes
with the data collection procedures and a plan for data analysis.
Chapter Four presents the results of the narratives collected from each
participant with a focus on presenting the reconstructed stories of the participant’s
journey to executive leadership in higher education and the themes that emerged in
data analysis.
Chapter Five presents the findings, discussion, and interpretation of the data.
This chapter also provides implications of the data and future research suggestions.
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Chapter Two:
Literature Review
Over the years, research in leadership in higher education has evolved from
understanding and applying various characteristics of leadership to the emergence of
identifying and understanding the gender gap in leadership (Agosto & Karanxha, 2011;
Allen & Lewis, 2016; American Association of University Women, 2016; Amey, 2006;
Astin & Astin, 2000; Bensimon, 1989; Birnbaum, 1992; Briggs, Morrison, & Coleman,
2012; Davis, Major, Cook, & Bell, 2015; English, 2007; Hart, 2006; Kezar, Carducci, &
Contreras-McGavin, 2006; Selzer, Howton, & Wallace, 2017; Woollen, 2016). When
using educational attainment as a qualifier for leadership, more women are
educationally qualified for leadership positions than men (American Association of
University Women, 2016; The Chronicle of Higher Education, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c). The
overall percentage of women earning associate, bachelor’s, master’s, and doctorate
degrees has consistently overshadowed the percentage of men over the last few decades
(McFarland et al., 2017; The Chronicle of Higher Education, 2016a). Though there is not
parity in the number of women and men in leadership positions in higher education, it
is becoming more visible that women are increasingly securing senior leadership
positions in higher education (American Association of University Women, 2016;
American Council on Education, n.d.; The Chronicle of Higher Education, 2016b, 2016c;
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Woollen, 2016).
Advancement, whether it is to leadership positions or progression within the
leadership ranks, can be both challenging and rewarding for anyone seeking
professional growth. In the progression to executive leadership, barriers and facilitators
for advancement are important aspects to consider. There are many determinants
throughout the journey of leadership that unintentionally set men and women apart
and amplifies the gender gap in leadership. When looking at the advancement to
leadership from a gender perspective, women are more likely to face challenges or
receive support that are unlike the experiences that men may encounter (Adams, 2016;
American Association of University Women, 2016; Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016; Eagly &
Carli, 2003; Ely, Ibarra, & Kolb, 2011; Khwaja, 2017; Maki, 2015). Gender-related
stereotypes, biases, and stigmas are found to be common culprits of the pervasive
gender leadership gap in higher education (American Association of University
Women, 2016; Heilman, 2012; Hoyt & Murphy, 2016; Johnson, Murphy, Zewdie, &
Reichard, 2008). Stereotypes, biases, and stigmas categorize people based on
characteristics and beliefs and determine how we see ourselves and others (American
Association of University Women, 2016). These are barriers that women face before
having the opportunity to demonstrate competency of skills needed for particular
positions. After forging through the initial barriers of stereotypes and biases, women
then face challenges such as the lack of preparedness, professional development
opportunities, and inclusion in networking activities (Geier, 2016; Madsen, 2012; Morris
& Laipple, 2015). The presence of women in top leadership positions is growing but
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women are still disproportionately represented in these areas (Morley, 2014; Turner et
al., 2013). Because of this, women are often unintentionally excluded from the fraternal
networks and may not receive the same guidance and mentoring as men (Morley, 2014;
Turner et al., 2013).
The purpose of this study was to explore the journeys of women in executive
leadership positions in finance, operations, and administration at four-year, public
colleges or universities using life story interviews to reconstruct experiences of their
advancement to executive leadership positions. As such, this chapter focuses on
research areas of leadership, higher education, and gender studies and is organized in
the following manner: 1) finance, operations, and administration in higher education,
2) women in executive leadership, 3) barriers to promotion and advancement, and 4)
facilitators of promotion and advancement.
Finance, Operations, and Administration in Higher Education
Leadership in higher education as an area of research inquiry is not uncommon,
however, aside from research on university presidents, other executive leadership in
higher education is not closely researched (Dyer & Dyer, 2017; Wheat & Hill, 2016;
Woollen, 2016). More specifically, people who serve as financial, operational, or
administrative officers on behalf of the university – such as chief financial officers, chief
information officers, and university general counsel – are understudied relative to
presidential or academic executive leadership positions in higher education. The
individuals who hold executive leadership positions are typically housed in units, such
as Leadership; Administration; Executive Leadership; Finance & Administration;
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University Operations; Finance, Operations, & Administration; Administrative Affairs
or a similar variation. Additionally, those who work at four-year, public colleges or
universities tend to report directly to the university president or provost.
University presidents are the most visible members of an institution’s executive
leadership team. As the chief executive officer of a university, the president usually has
an ensemble of executive leaders who support the mission and vision of the university.
In researching the various executive leadership positions of four-year, public
institutions, locating literature specific to finance, operations, and administrative
positions in higher education was daunting. Furthermore, Long (2008) states that
“women chief financial officers within higher education have been largely overlooked
as a focus of research, even though they hold a great responsibility for the financial
health of their institutions” (p. 7-8). Long’s (2008) research on chief financial officers
(CFO) found that women overcame barriers by making life, educational, and vocational
choices that would assist with the attainment of their desired leadership goals.
Long’s (2008) qualitative study of 10 women chief financial officers, expounded
upon existing research concerning women’s leadership styles and how those leadership
styles affects an organization. Specifically, Long (2008) focused on the internal and
external barriers that women CFOs face. Previous research shows that women who
leave the workforce then return to their careers often find it difficult to re-enter into the
workplace (Byerly, 2014; Calizo, 2011; Long, 2008; Sabharwal, 2015). However, the
participants of Long’s (2008) study did not encounter this barrier because the
participants of this study did not have a break in their careers. Another common barrier
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for advancement is the lack of knowledge and responsibility for financial wellness
within their companies. Women persevered by pursuing additional education and
experience that would position them to be qualified for higher-level leadership
positions (Long, 2008). A recommendation for future studies was to include the annual
budgets that the women CFOs are responsible for at their institutions and to observe
participants at their institution to understand their work environment. Particularly,
Long (2008) suggests observing institutions to gather a better understanding of whether
the environment was positive for these women leaders and whether this was change
that was created or existing.
The lack of information on women CFOs could be due to the scarce number of
women holding the position. When comparing the number of women CFOs to men,
there is not only a deficiency in the number of women who have the role of chief
financial officer, but the number of women in executive leadership roles in general is
amiss (Cosimini, 2011; Long, 2008; S. Madsen & Longman, 2014; Selzer et al., 2017;
Woollen, 2016). By expanding the target group to “non-academic, female, senior
administrators in higher education,” Cosimini (2011) was able to obtain information
from women with titles that represent deans or vice presidents in areas of
administration, enrollment management, diversity, legal counsel, communication as
well as finance. Extending the scope to include senior administrators still resulted in
women representing only 45% (Cosimini, 2011). Some of the findings from this
qualitative study uncovered that mentoring programs offer better encouragement and
support for women leaders and Coimini (2011) recommended continued research on
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formal and informal mentoring opportunities for aspiring women leaders. Considering
the need for work-life balance for some women, Cosimini (2011) suggests more research
on the policies and flexibility for women to alleviate barriers related to family
obligations and management.
Overall, research on senior-level or executive-level leaders with roles that
support the financial, operational, or administrative obligations of a university is
needed and more specifically, women holding those positions. Chief business officers
and women chief financial officers in higher education have been researched, but those
studies specifically focused on the successes and barriers of leadership and have not
investigated the full extent of the journeys that women took to obtain the positions or
their perseverance while in those positions (Carter, 2016; Long, 2008).
The purpose of Long’s (2008) study was to illuminate the barriers that women
chief financial officers overcame in higher education. The women in Long’s (2008) study
became more attentive and participated in informal gatherings held by men. Because of
this, they were able to overcome barriers such as exclusion from informal networks and
lack of support from senior leadership. Women were also able to overcome negative
stereotypes by seeking education and experience to enhance their financial knowledge.
Their increased knowledge repudiated the negative stigmas often given by men. While
also exploring the successes and barriers of chief business officers, Carter’s (2016) study
did not focus on women leaders specifically but focused on leaders’ paths to the
presidency. The participants of Carter’s (2016) study attributed the pursuit of additional
experience as a contributing factor in obtaining the skills needed to progress. Finally, as
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suggested by Cosimini (2011) and Carter (2016), quality mentorship is necessary for
continual success.
Women in Higher Education Leadership
Studies on gender equality and diversity in the workforce have found
disproportionalities between men and women for many decades (American Association
of University Women, 2016; Morley, 2014; Parker, 2015; The Chronicle of Higher
Education, 2016c; Turner et al., 2013). In the early 1800’s, there were not many, if any,
options for women to attend institutions of higher education (Blount, 1996; Cosimini,
2011; Parker, 2015). Instead of seeking educational advancement, women were
traditionally associated with having domestic roles that were responsible for taking care
of the home (Cosimini, 2011). In line with skills presumed to be feminine, women were
confined to jobs such as cooking and cleaning or careers in nursing, teaching, and
housekeeping (Cosimini, 2011). These were positions that were thought to prepare
women for marriage and motherhood (Blount, 1996). During this era, it was common
for single women to work until they were married; once women were married, they
were expected to take care of the home and their families (Blount, 1996; Cosimini, 2011;
Parker, 2015).
Gender segregation during the 1800’s prevented women from attending college
which also prevented them from being considered for faculty positions at men’s
colleges and this lead to the establishment of colleges for women. Beginning in 1836,
there were 50 women’s colleges founded over a 24-year span (Parker, 2015). Alumni of
women’s colleges recognized the importance of having women faculty and
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administrators for women students and began serving as professors, deans, and
administrators at coed institutions which proved to be advantageous for women
(Parker, 2015). With the rapid increase of women at predominately male institutions in
1890, there became a need for a position to assist with the success of women at coed
institutions. This need spawned the establishment of the first professional
administrative position for women – Dean of Women (Harriman, 1933; Nidiffer, 2002;
Parker, 2015). Though the primary responsibility as a faculty member was to teach, the
Dean of Women was also responsible for protecting, guiding, and improving the
educational experience for women at coeducational institutions (Nidiffer, 2002). As
more Deans of Women were appointed, the deans created a national organization as a
network of support and encouragement (Parker, 2015).
In 1939, World War II began. As a result of men being deployed to World War II,
there was a high demand for women to join the workforce (Blount, 1996; Cosimini,
2011; Parker, 2015). Women took advantage of the widespread employment vacancies.
In higher education, women assumed the roles and positions of faculty and deans that
were once held by men (Blount, 1996; Cosimini, 2011; Parker, 2015). Between 1940 and
1945, there was a 50% increase in women working in the US (Cosimini, 2011). During
their tenure as top administrators and faculty, women “developed professional
organizations, conducted research, improved college environments, and developed a
body of literature in journals, reports, and books” (Parker, 2015, p. 8). Through the
years, women proved themselves more than capable to handle the positions once held
by men.
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When World War II ended in 1945, soldiers returned home, reentered the
workforce, continued their education, and societal norms that suggested that men were
more qualified than women returned as well (Blount, 1996; Cosimini, 2011; Parker,
2015). The male reentry into the workforce resulted in women being laid off from the
jobs that they held during the course of the war. In addition to men returning to the
workforce, they also enrolled in school with the support of the G.I. Bill. This contributed
to the increase in the number of male students during this time. As gender inequities
became more blatant, there was a need to address the concerns that arose from the
societal norms that favored men simply because they are men. Beginning in the 1960s,
there were calls to action such as the Equal Pay Act, Civil Rights Act, Title IX, and the
National Organization for Women (NOW) that advocated for women’s rights
(Cosimini, 2011). Even with legislative action and organizations advocating for women,
there are still gender inequities in leadership positions (American Association of
University Women, 2016; The Chronicle of Higher Education, 2016c).
Gender inequities can be found by researching disparities in salary, experience,
or education of men versus women. Notably, women have felt less prepared, less
skilled, had feelings of being overwhelmed, and received less pay in comparison to
their male counterparts (Morris & Laipple, 2015). In many instances, women felt as if
they were not privy to the same opportunities as men (Parker, 2015; Winchester &
Browning, 2015). Leadership is often discussed on a hierarchical level with women
holding positions that are less visible and are considered entry-level. The positions
typically earmarked for women were usually teaching and student support jobs while
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male colleagues held jobs that did more networking and research (Morley, 2014;
Winchester & Browning, 2015). In a quantitative study, Morris and Laipple (2015)
surveyed 1515 academic leaders (1041 men and 474 women) to gauge their level of
preparedness for and experience in leadership positions. The findings indicated that
women had a lower perception of preparedness and compensation as well as feelings of
being overwhelmed. Women have been known to be underrepresented in leadership
because of the feeling of being less skilled and unqualified for leadership positions and
the inability to train or practice professions in the same way as men (T. L. Morris &
Laipple, 2015; Parker, 2015; Winchester & Browning, 2015).
In a historical study on gender equality in higher education, Winchester and
Browning (2015) identified factors contributing to the lack of representation of women.
The presence of the “glass ceiling,” career interruptions, the lack of experience in
business processes, and women not applying for promotion at the same rate as men
were common barriers for women. While women aimed to be as successful as men, selfimposed obstacles prevented women from promotion opportunities. For instance,
women are typically considered the caregiver and presumed to sacrifice their careers to
take care of the home which lessens their chances of experiencing the same
opportunities as men (Coleman, 2012; Morley, 2013, 2014; Parker, 2015). Recognizing
the increase in women with doctorates, which is an essential element for many
academic administrative careers, Winchester and Browning (2015) identified leaky
pipelines, glass ceilings, and sticky floors as barriers that perpetuate the
underrepresentation of women in leadership positions.
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Gender specific traits are thought to have implications on leadership style
(Morris & Laipple, 2015; Sánchez-Moreno et al., 2015). Sánchez-Moreno et al. (2015)
indicated that there is not enough information to label styles as “feminine” or
“masculine” but there are traits from each style that can be associated with gender
norms (p. 269-270). The authors posit that women focused their attention on the
wellness of people and informal characteristics of leadership while men were engrossed
with operational aspects related to decision-making and productivity. Similarly, Morris
and Laipple (2015) found that women had higher ratings in being proactive, providing
helpful feedback, and inspiring others (Morris & Laipple, 2015). Though these are
essential qualities for any leader, the formal style of masculine leadership tends to be
the norm in male-dominated leadership environments.
Barriers to Promotion and Advancement for Women in Higher Education
As previously discussed, women are not advancing to executive leadership
positions at the same rate of their male counterparts due to institutional barriers and
individual biases that continue to keep the gender gap open (American Association of
University Women, 2016; Heilman, 2012). Recent studies have focused on identifying
barriers that current leaders face during their journey to executive leadership positions
(Carter, 2016; Cosimini, 2011; Long, 2008; Woollen, 2016). As men and women progress
to top leadership positions, both will experience barriers. However, there are common
barriers that women may experience more than men. The most prevalent barriers, as
identified in the literature, tend to be a commitment to personal and family
responsibilities, stereotyping, and lack of preparation and development (American
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Association of University Women, 2016; Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016; Evans, 2014; Maki,
2015; Woollen, 2016). In the sections to follow, I will discuss these elements in more
detail.
Personal commitments and family responsibilities. Finding a balance between
work and life can be difficult for anyone, but especially difficult among individuals who
serve in the role as caregiver for the family and have responsibilities outside of the
home (American Association of University Women, 2016; Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016;
Maki, 2015). In Woollen’s (2016) research on the career paths of six women presidents,
she posits that the rate at which women move through the ranking towards
administrative positions is slower than men due to women taking on caregiver
responsibilities such as childbearing and taking care of family obligations. Women tend
to have more irregularities and lapses in their careers when taking on the role of
caregiver and taking on more responsibilities when it comes to managing home-related
obligations. These behaviors, in turn, lessen their chances of accessing the same
opportunities as men at the same rate (American Association of University Women,
2016, p. 18; Coleman, 2012; Morley, 2013, 2014; Parker, 2015). For instance, women that
are the primary caretaker of the home, as a choice or as a necessity, have to negotiate an
effective work-life balance and many times the need to take care of their home results in
lost opportunities for career development and advancement (Maki, 2015). For most, the
opportunity to capitalize on the missed opportunities will occur after childbearing years
(Maki, 2015).
In instances where women opt out of opportunities to advance their careers or
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reduce their efforts professionally from full time to part time, women can be perceived
as having less ambition and less committed than men (Byerly, 2014). Contrarily, women
will opt out, take part-time positions, or lesser paying jobs because of the limited access
to paid family leave, guilt of not devoting themselves to their children, or to support
their spouse in their professional endeavors (American Association of University
Women, 2016; Byerly, 2014; Parker, 2015). In the report from American Association of
University Women (2016), it was found that women were less likely to have access to
paid family leave or unpaid leave with job protection after giving birth; due to this,
women are likely to leave the workforce. Costs of childcare and the lack of flexibility in
work schedules deter women from returning to work (Byerly, 2014). Moreover, the
demands of cultivating a successful career could be taxing and could reduce the time
that women spend caring for children and the home (Byerly, 2014; Long, 2008; Parker,
2015). As a result, women felt guilty for choosing work over children or spending time
at work that can be spent with the family (Long, 2008). Similarly, women may also
curtail their careers to support their spouses in their endeavors. As a woman’s spouse
pursues additional education or advancement through the professional ranks, this tends
to take precedence over a woman’s career advancement (Parker, 2015). During a
spouse’s advancement, women are not only expected to opt out or reduce their work
time, but also take care of children and the home (Byerly, 2014; Parker, 2015).
After choosing to “off-ramp” or postpone the continuation of their careers, some
women return to the workforce within two years of making the decision (American
Association of University Women, 2016; Byerly, 2014). Women who return to the
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workforce after taking time for their family typically find it harder to return (Byerly,
2014; Long, 2008). From the business perspective, it is difficult for organizations to
appropriate value to family responsibilities, which could pose as a problem when
determining women’s positions in the career track upon their return to the workforce
(Byerly, 2014).
Depending on priorities, women choose to opt out of full-time work
responsibilities and/or set boundaries that recognize family as the priority (Maki, 2015).
Within the confines of prioritizing family, women may rely on flexible hours, working
part-time, not working at all, or postponing their career to make time for family
commitments (American Association of University Women, 2016; Selzer et al., 2017).
Any choice other than continuing their careers results in a loss of an opportunity that a
male counterpart will have. Women who make the decision to reduce hours or halt
their careers are subjected to missed opportunities for advancement. The opportunities
will be given to someone, likely a male, who does not have a lapse in their career or that
has returned to the workforce. Women are unable to recoup the time lost which puts
them at a disadvantage when compared with others who may have started their careers
at the same time.
Stereotypes and bias. For over 25 years, gender specific traits related to
leadership styles and characteristics have been discussed in the literature (American
Association of University Women, 2016; Chin, 2011; Martin, 2015; Middlehurst, 1989;
Sánchez-Moreno et al., 2015). Many consider gender stereotypes and biases as the
culprit for the gender disparities in leadership (Adams, 2016; American Association of
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University Women, 2016; Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016; Eagly & Carli, 2003; Evans, 2014;
Maki, 2015; Northouse, 2015). In a meta-analysis study, Adams (2016) identified studies
from consulting companies that suggest that boards perform better with members that
are more gender diverse. Adams (2016) believes that stereotypes about leadership
styles, whether positive or negative, may do a disservice to women and blames
stereotyping for the underrepresentation of women in the boardroom. Though
identifying women as nurturers can be a positive stereotype, it could also be viewed as
a weakness if it is perceived as a negative characteristic for leadership (American
Association of University Women, 2016). With men dominating in leadership positions,
there is a higher chance of gender discrimination occurring due to a lack of
representation of women in leadership positions (American Association of University
Women, 2016). In the male-led culture of leadership, the negative stereotypes of women
are perpetuated, can negatively impact women during the recruitment and promotion
process, and create a barrier for qualified women (Adams, 2016). Research on gender
disparities in leadership has uncovered linkages between gender stereotypes and
discrimination (Eagly & Carli, 2003). The characteristics of what men and women are
and what they “should be” are known as prescriptive gender stereotypes (Heilman,
2012, p. 123). Leadership has been typically linked to men and masculine qualities
which creates prejudices and discrimination towards women as leaders (Eagly & Carli,
2003). Characterizing leadership with men and masculine qualities creates negative
stereotypes for women who are in leadership positions or who aspire to be in
leadership, perpetuates male dominance, and results in underrepresentation of women

31

in leadership positions (Adams, 2016).
Diehl and Dzubinski (2016) conducted a cross-sector analysis of two qualitative
studies of women leaders in higher education and identified 27 gender-based
leadership barriers. Diehl and Dzubinski (2016) argue that organizations are not
supportive of helping women overcome gender-based barriers that can prevent success
for women. Their research findings classified gender-based barriers on three levels:
macro, meso, and micro (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016). The barriers at various levels are
displayed in Figure 2. These levels can also be described as societal, organizational, and
individual respectively. The authors contend that the invisible barriers perpetuate
gender disparity at all levels, but many organizations focus only on the meso-level,
which leaves the macro and micro levels unscathed. Considering that women
experience barriers at each of these levels, there is a need to improve the gender-based
barriers at all levels to achieve gender diversity in leadership.
In a male-dominate environment, it was found that women conformed to gender
stereotypes (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016). In particular, the authors related conformity to
the concept of the patriarchy where men hold the power and women are the support
system (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016). One of the barriers found was personalization. This is
where women blamed themselves for gender related discrepancies in the workplace
because there is an expectation that men will take the lead (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016).
Women’s lack of representation in leadership positions and prescriptive gender
stereotypes contribute to their exclusion from social networks and mentoring
opportunities (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016). Women tend to decline participation in male-
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dominated social networking for fear of experiencing sexual harassment, verbal abuse,
or bullying (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016). Although everyone in the workplace may not
acknowledge stereotypes and biases, women are often aware of these unspoken barriers
of personalization, discrimination, and gender stereotypes.

Macro
Gender
Stereotypes

Meso
Lack of Mentoring

Gender
Unconsciousness

Lack of Support
Glass Cliff

Leadership
Perceptions

Micro
Work-Life Conflict

Psychological Glass
Ceiling

Personalizing

Discrimination

Figure 2. Social levels of gender-based leadership barriers. The macro-level barriers operate on
a societal level, meso-level barriers operate on an organizational level, and micro-level are on an
individual level. Adapted from “Making the Invisible Visible: A Cross‐Sector Analysis of
Gender‐Based Leadership Barriers.” by Diehl, A.B., & Dzubinski, L.M., 2016, Human Resource
Development Quarterly, 27(2), p. 181-206.

Lack of leadership preparation and development. Many organizations create
programs to provide leadership development and preparation to develop future leaders
(DeFrank-Cole et al., 2014; Furman, 2012; Lumby, 2014). Without programs devoted to
leadership development, women often feel less prepared, less skilled in their role as an
administrator, and overwhelmed (Morris & Laipple, 2015). Turner et al. (2013) mention
that women are usually left to navigate the process of becoming a leader and mastering
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the competencies needed for advancement in higher education on their own. The
exclusion from mainstream academic networks result in women not having the
institutional and tacit knowledge to navigate the system (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016;
Morley, 2014; Turner et al., 2013).
As a person transitions from employee to leader, the type of training and
professional development opportunities become more specialized and less frequently
offered. Due to the scarcity of professional development opportunities, the
establishment of informal networks has helped leaders to maneuver in their positions
and through the system. However, most women are not aware or not invited to
participate in the networks and groups formed that are male exclusive or male
dominated (American Council on Education, n.d.; Bruckmüller, Ryan, Rink, & Haslam,
2014; Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016; Morris, 2016; Morris & Laipple, 2015).
As the gender disparity in leadership becomes more apparent, organizations
established women-focused leadership development initiatives (Bruckmüller et al.,
2014). Bruckmüller et al. (2014) found that though these initiatives increased women’s
interest in leadership, the attempt to close the gender gap should focus on improving
the quality of leadership skills of women instead of increasing the quantity of women
leaders. Arbitrarily adding more women into the leadership mix to create equity does
not close the leadership gap when the women in those positions do not have the
qualities of a leader. Bruckmüller et al. (2014) posit that success for women as leaders
depends on the type of leadership appointment, expectations of the position, and
experiences while in leadership roles. Leadership training for women should provide
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some resolutions for gender-based barriers at the macro-, meso -, and micro-levels and
should incorporate of leadership skills that are job specific (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016).
Lack of women role models. Women are often forced to navigate the leadership
labyrinth on their own or with a male leader as their role model due to the scarcity of
women in leadership roles (Ibarra, Ely, & Kolb, 2013; Klettner, Clarke, & Boersma, 2016;
O’Neil, Hopkins, & Bilimoria, 2015; Sugiyama, Cavanagh, van Esch, Bilimoria, &
Brown, 2016; Turner et al., 2013). Klettner et al. (2016) used a mixed methods approach
to gather data on women in leadership positions to influence change that will
strategically increase the number of women on boards and in executive leadership
positions. In a male-dominated workplace, women are unable to identify with senior
leadership due to the absence of representation. This is discouraging to women and can
result in the lack of confidence and ambition in the pursuit of leadership (Ibarra et al.,
2013; Klettner et al., 2016; O’Neil et al., 2015; Sugiyama et al., 2016). At an organizational
level, the lack of mentoring for women was a notable barrier (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016).
Being able to identify with others in the workplace is important for career progression
for women. The lack of women role models in leadership positions negatively affects
women’s ambitions to pursue leadership positions (Klettner et al., 2016).
On the other hand, Derks, Van Laar, and Ellemers (2016) postulate that even
when there are women in senior level leadership positions that could serve as a mentor
or role model, there is the potential of junior women becoming victim to the “queen bee
phenomenon” or internalized oppression where women role models are disengaged
with junior women (p. 464). As a result, senior women evaluate junior women using
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gender stereotypes typically used by men which could produce biased evaluations that
can limit future opportunities and damage the career of the junior women (Derks et al.,
2016). When senior women are not supportive role models, junior women could find
the aspiration of becoming a senior leader unappealing or unobtainable (Derks et al.,
2016). The lack of support of women by women diminishes credibility of women as
leaders and could inadvertently support the stereotypes and biases given to women
(Derks et al., 2016).
Facilitators of Promotion and Advancement for Women in Higher Education
As women are becoming more visible in leadership positions, the next
generation of women leaders will need the tools, skills, and knowledge of current and
past leaders to evolve into the next group of leaders. Some of the notable facilitators for
women in leadership have been mentoring, leadership development programs, and
lifelong learning opportunities as strategies for advancement and maintenance for those
in leadership positions (Chang, Longman, & Franco, 2014; Davis et al., 2015; Grant &
Ghee, 2015; Lumby, 2014; D. M. Morris, 2016; Turner et al., 2013). Leadership
development and improvement can be achieved through a number of mechanisms with
the most common strategies being: seeking advice from senior colleagues, reading
about administration and leadership, and institutionally mandated
seminars/workshops (Morris & Laipple, 2015).
Mentorship. Mentoring has been noted as an effective way to navigate the
academy (Bonaparte, 2016; Pyke, 2013; Turner et al., 2013). Bruner (1991) posits that a
person has a higher chance of succeeding if that person works closely with or are
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mentored by people who are successful. Role models and mentors support career
progression and encourage the establishment of leadership identity. Women interested
in becoming leaders need the presence of a role model to conceptualize their leadership
abilities and career goals (American Association of University Women, 2016; Ibarra et
al., 2013). The presence of a mentor provides a support system for the mentee by
encouraging the pursuit of advancement (Pyke, 2013). For women in the academy,
mentorship by the same gender is a valuable experience that helps mentees with career
development and is a source of emotional support (American Association of University
Women, 2016; Grant & Ghee, 2015).
Mentoring can be in a traditional or non-traditional format. In a traditional
format, mentoring is considered to be forms of role modeling, psychosocial interaction,
or professional development (Grant & Ghee, 2015). Non-traditional or informal
mentoring is mentorship in the form of facilitation and encouragement of professional
development and growth (Grant & Ghee, 2015). The findings of Grant and Ghee (2015)
revealed that through the absence of formal mentoring opportunities, informal
mentoring activities could assist with women adjusting to academia and being more
productive in the advancement process. Informal mentoring provided mentees with a
sense of safety and support. Sharing knowledge and expertise was also found to be
beneficial for socialization and growth. A recommendation for future studies is to
examine the relationship between mentoring in the form of emotional support, career
development, and the successful attainment of leadership in the academy (Grant &
Ghee, 2015).
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Bonaparte (2016) interviewed 23 women leaders in the pharmaceutical industry
to understand the approaches that women took to successfully attain their leadership
positions. One of the themes that emerged was the importance of serving as mentors.
Majority of the participants identified having a mentor as the crux of their advancement
within the industry and they plan to serve as a mentor to support the next generation of
leaders in their pursuit of success. Bonaparte (2016) found that mentoring was
considered a requirement for success and also a responsibility of women to cultivate the
success of other women. Recommendations for future studies included the need to
conduct a multi-industry qualitative study that explores aspects of mentoring as a
responsibility and a requirement of women leaders.
One-on-one mentoring programs beginning as early as graduate school help to
pass on unwritten rules (Grant & Ghee, 2015; Hewcomb, Beaty, Sanzo, & PetersHawkins, 2013). Hewcomb et al. (2013) stress the importance of having a supportive
and actively engaging mentor and not one that feels threatened by the success of their
mentee. “Another factor was having had the benefit of a trusted mentor or critical
colleague to help negotiate the ever-changing academic ‘game’ and support in the
development of influential professional networks” (Pyke, 2013). Hannum, Muhly,
Shockley-Zalabak, and White (2015) obtained details on the positive aspects of being a
leader in higher education with their study on the experiences of women in senior
leadership positions in higher education. Forty percent of the 35 participants agreed
that support and encouragement from mentors are beneficial for leadership (Hannum et
al., 2015). Navigating through the ranks of leadership can be mystifying, but a mentor
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provides the support and information needed to help maneuver through the intricacies
to continue the journey.
Mentorship is a development mechanism that can also be used as a platform to
provide leadership maintenance or ways to persevere through leadership ranks. Many
studies have acknowledged a need for more mentors for women (Agosto & Karanxha,
2011; Morley, 2014; Turner et al., 2013; Bonaparte, 2016; Klettner et al., 2016). Klettner et
al. (2016) suggest that successful women who have had a mentor reported that their
mentoring relationship was an important aspect of their career advancement and
provided encouragement. Given the support of the incorporation of mentors and the
request for more mentors for women in leadership positions, mentorship is considered
a method to reduce the gender gap in leadership.
Leadership preparation and development. Mentoring and having role models
are a good start for aspiring leaders. Additionally, leadership preparation and
development opportunities are also beneficial tools. As women continue to make
progress towards closing the gender gap in leadership, Madsen (2012) argues that there
is a need to prepare more women for vital leadership roles in higher education.
Leadership development is an important aspect of human resource development and is
fundamental to advancing learning and performance among disciplines (Madsen, 2012).
According to Madsen (2012) in an editorial preface, it is suggested that more research is
needed on leadership development to provide useful tools that can be used across
disciplines.
Selzer et al. (2017) used the framework for women’s development in leadership
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created by Ely et al. (2011) as a guide for their study on women’s leadership
development. The framework provided three design principles for successful
leadership programs for women: 1) use research on second-generation gender bias for
leadership topics and tools, 2) create a safe place for learning and experimenting that
supports women’s identity work, and 3) focus on participant’s leadership purpose
(Selzer et al., 2017). Selzer et al., (2017) used this framework to evaluate the effectiveness
of a higher education leadership program. In sum, the authors found that women
leaders are developed on three different levels which are interrelated and independent:
personal, interpersonal, and organizational (Selzer et al., 2017). It is emphasized that
women’s leadership development begins with self-reflection, then snowballs into
collaborative involvement of identity work that grows and requires institutional
support to enhance the effectiveness and expand to help others. The authors
recommend that in addition to women-only leadership development that there is
intersectionality of real world experiences so that “women-only programs” do not
exacerbate gender binaries and become a disservice to women leaders (Selzer et al.,
2017, p. 14).
The solution for eliminating the gender disparity in leadership is not simply to
increase the number of women in leadership positions, but it is to increase the number
of women who have the tools and knowledge necessary to be leaders. Turner et al.
(2013) recommended to develop competencies, establish new skills, and identify areas
of improvement for women to participate in leadership development. As an example,
Turner et al. (2013) describes a leadership program where women presidents of
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universities and colleges team up with women who aspire to obtain senior level
leadership positions. Mentoring as part of organizational structure could encourage the
adoption of an ingrained culture of leadership development that could contribute to the
organic progression of succession strategies. DeZure, Shaw, and Rojewski (2014) posit
that leadership cultivation should be part of the succession planning and part of a
leader’s responsibility.
Lifelong learning in leadership. Amey (2005) discussed constructing leadership
as an ongoing process of learning. According to Amey (2005), “a primary goal of
leadership… becomes facilitating learning for the members of the group/organization,
as well as the leader” (p. 690). Just as there are development opportunities for those that
hope to become leaders, there is an aspect of continuous learning that current leaders
need to pursue as well. As the environment evolves, the leader must be able to adapt.
Amey (2005) suggested that learning and development continue beyond the attainment
of a leadership position and that lifelong learning is a requisite for being a leader. Adult
learners are typically internally motivated and often seek growth opportunities
(Billington, 2000; Kilgore, 2001; Knowles, 1984). The quest for knowledge for adults
includes participating in learning experiences such as lifelong learning and professional
development opportunities (Conlan, Grabowski, & Smith, 2003; King, 2004). King (2004)
explored the experiences of adult educators as they were pursuing master’s and
doctoral degrees. While intending to understand their perspectives as adult learners
seeking professional development, they were also able to provide perspective as
educators. Transformational learning was used as the construct to explore the
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professional development of educators as adult learners (King, 2004). By experiencing
transformative learning from the perspective of a learner and as an educator,
participants used reflective practices to understand more about themselves and others.
King (2004) found that “as educators engage in formal professional development, they
have the possibility of broadening their understanding of learning, their learners, and
their own work” (p. 169). From the vantage point of educators, they are the leaders of
their classroom. And as leaders of their curriculum, it is important for them to be
lifelong learners to support growth of self and others.
Amey (2005) described leadership as learning construct. As such, she argues that
the goal is to transition from leadership development to learning as a way to transform
and challenge organizational realities and to evolve into cognitive team development
(Amey, 2005). The synergistic and dynamic learning environment involves leading as
learning and also as the facilitation of learning of others. It is a process where
“development for the leader is in part contingent on member development at the same
time that member development is, in part, cognitively facilitated by the leader” (Amey,
2005). The leadership as learning approach allows for growth of the environment
instead of focused development. In the leadership as learning developmental model,
the leadership orientation goes from top-down to facilitative/inclusive to servant
(Amey, 2005). Additionally, the members as learners are leader-focused in stage one,
then begins to take ownership to create more meaningful connections within the work
environment which leads to the co-creation of meaning for self and others (Amey,
2005). This cycle of continuous learning focuses on facilitating learning opportunities
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for others to ensure the development of professionals. With leadership as a learning
developmental model, leadership development programs would evolve into learning
environments where leadership is treated as a learning program with the intention of
enhancing the exposure of leadership for aspiring leaders for them to hone in on the
skills and knowledge of current leaders (Amey, 2005; DeFrank-Cole et al., 2014;
Furman, 2012; Lumby, 2014). American Association of University Women (2016) offers
recommendations to close the gender gap in leadership. At the top of the list is for
women to become students of leadership by immersing in literature on leadership.
Leadership as an ongoing process of learning creates a continuous improvement cycle.
As new and diverse challenges arise, leaders as lifelong learners are continuously
developing new leadership skills and establishing learning environments for current
and aspiring leaders (Amey, 2005).
Conclusion
Finance, operations, and administration in higher education are not widely
researched topics but have an important role in the overall wellness of the institution.
Research on finance, operations, and administration is scarce and research on women in
those positions is also rare. While there is research available discussing the aspects of
women in leadership positions, research on the journey to FOA leadership positions is
lacking. Promotion and advancement into leadership positions have been successful for
some women, but along with the successes, there could be barriers such as family
commitments, stereotyping, no access to professional networks, and lack of women role
models that have slowed the acceleration to leadership positions for some women.
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Identifying and discussing barriers to advancement and promotion for women in
leadership such as personal commitments and family responsibilities, stereotyping and
bias, lack of leadership preparation and development, and lack of women role models
can help to support continuous success for women leaders and those that aspire to be
leaders. Many women assume the responsibility of caring for the home and because of
this, they may opt out of opportunities to advance their careers (Byerly, 2014). This type
of “off-ramping” lengthens a women’s timeline for being as successful as men and
women who do not postpone their careers (American Association of University
Women, 2016; Byerly, 2014).
Stereotyping and biases have been known to contribute to the
underrepresentation of women in leadership (Adams, 2016). Due to the lack of
representation of women in leadership positions, there is a higher chance of
discrimination or negative stereotypes which can negatively impact the progression of
qualified women (Adams, 2015). The scarcity of women in leadership capacities forces
women to have to navigate through the leadership process alone (Ibarra et al, 2013;
Klettner et al, 2016; O’Neil et al, 2015; Sugiyama et al, 2016; Turner et al, 2013). Without
women visible in leadership roles, there is continued difficulty for women to have the
confidence and ambition to strive to be in leadership positions and ultimately, either
leaves women to navigate the leadership process alone or not pursue advancement
opportunities at all (Byerly, 2014; Klettner et al, 2016).
Furthermore, although there are still gender disparities, women are gaining
momentum when it comes to obtaining leadership positions in higher education.
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Women account for almost 52% of professional employees in 4-year public institutions
(The Chronicle of Higher Education, 2017). Women in leadership positions in higher
education are becoming more common; however, some leadership positions remain
inaccessible due to stereotypes and biases that women inherit, lack of access to
leadership networks, and lack of role models and mentors to help navigate the
complexities involved with leadership (American Council on Education, n.d.; Diehl &
Dzubinski, 2016; D. M. Morris, 2016). Despite the barriers, the noted facilitators for the
promotion and advancement of women are having mentors, leadership preparation and
development opportunities, and lifelong learning.
According to the literature, mentoring whether formal or informal should be
considered a requirement for aspiring leaders and responsibility of veteran leaders
(Bonaparte, 2016). Using mentorship as a development mechanism and as a platform to
provide leadership maintenance could be a useful tactic to encourage lifelong learning
in leadership (Amey, 2005). Supportive and actively engaged mentors encourage
successful outcomes for mentees (Hewcomb, Beaty, Sanzo, & Peters-Hawkins, 2013).
Not only does mentoring provide a support system to mentees, but it could also help
mentors to hone in on their problem solving and critical thinking skills which are key
characteristics of being a leader (Buck, 2014; Chiniara & Bentein, 2016; Davis et al., 2015;
Eddy & VanDerLinden, 2006; Geier, 2016). In the mentoring relationship, having same
gender mentor/mentee relationships provide emotional support and networking
opportunities and do more than “scratch the surface” (American Association of
University Women, 2016; Grant & Ghee, 2015). A continuation of professional
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development beyond leadership programs and mentoring consists of creating
opportunities of lifelong learning or leading as learning. Positioning leaders to continue
to learn and to encourage others to learn could be beneficial for the attainment of
leadership positions as well as advancing after leadership roles are attained. As women
continue to progress, there is a need to prepare future leaders in higher education using
professional development opportunities and lifelong learning (Amey, 2005; Madsen,
2012). Leadership should be a construct of an ongoing process of learning that helps
transition women from developmental stages to learning to make changes within the
environment (Amey, 2005).
In the next chapter, I discuss the methodology for this study which includes the
research design, context, participant information, and the data collection process.
Chapter Three also presents the role of the researcher, ethical considerations, data
analysis plan, and the piloting of protocols and interview questions.
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Chapter Three:
Methodology

The purpose of this study was to explore the journeys of women in executive
leadership positions in finance, operations, and administration at four-year, public
colleges or universities using life story interviews to reconstruct experiences of their
advancement to executive leadership positions. This study used narrative inquiry to
reconstruct experiences of women’s advancement to executive leadership positions at
four-year, public colleges or universities. The qualitative approach of narrative inquiry
used the stories of the participants to gain a better understanding of the experiences of
women who held executive leadership positions in higher education (Clandinin, 2013;
Creswell, 2014; Janesick, 2011; Johnson & Christensen, 2017). This chapter provides an
overview of the research design which includes details of participants of the study, data
collection, and analysis process.
Research Paradigm
The constructivism research paradigm was used to guide this study and the
philosophical assumptions of constructivism were considered throughout the data
collection and analysis processes. The axiology of constructivism places value in having
the inquirer as the facilitator of the hermeneutical process that includes the participant’s
values by co-constructing narratives (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Ontologically, this study
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had multiple participants sharing their individual and unique stories, thus exploring
multiple realities which aligned with the assumptions of constructivism (Kezar et al.,
2006). From an epistemological standpoint, knowledge was co-created through the
vicarious experiences between the researcher and participants (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).
Narrative constructivism focuses on the participant’s internalization of experience,
identity, others, the world, and the conceptualization of their narrative as a cognitive
structure (Smith, 2015). Smith (2015) explains narrative constructivism as a cognitivepersonality approach that is found in the mind. In this study, I collaborated with the
participant in the reconstruction and narration of past experiences to create a shared
story through the interaction in the data collection process. The storyteller provided
insight into their mind, experience, and their identity through the story that was told
(Smith, 2015). In Gibbs’ (2015) study of women in an executive leadership program, the
author used constructivism to understand the relationship between self-efficacy and the
participant’s individual experiences in the program. Similar to Smith (2015) and Gibbs
(2015), I used constructivism to gather personal stories from women who have
advanced to executive leadership positions in higher education to understand their
journeys to leadership.
Research Design
This study examined the experiences of women administrators in higher
education using narrative inquiry. The research question that guided the study is: How
do women describe their experiences of securing, transitioning into, and advancing
within executive leadership positions in finance, operations, and administration in
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higher education?
Qualitative research helps to uncover and understand layers of reality in a
naturalistic form using the researcher as a key instrument for data collection (Creswell,
2014; Johnson & Christensen, 2017). Direct contact with people, situations, and
phenomenon naturally creates an environment that supports the construction of an
understanding of experiences over a set period of time (R. B. Johnson & Christensen,
2014; Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014). Qualitative research supports inquiry into
“the meanings people place on the events, processes, and structures of their lives for
connecting these meanings to the social world around them” (Miles, Huberman, &
Saldana, 2014, p. 11). I used a qualitative approach to examine real-world situations to
generate in-depth data.
A qualitative approach was used to gather information organically from the
participants. The focus of qualitative research is to inductively explore data to discover
emergent themes or phenomenon using open-ended research methods (Johnson &
Christensen, 2017). The intent of this study was not to generalize the data of the
participants, but to use their stories to understand their experiences of navigating to
executive leadership positions and ultimately, add to the existing data about women
and leadership in higher education. To do this, multiple forms of data were collected to
capture the essence of the participant’s journey. The flexible nature of qualitative
research provides the best platform to explore the journeys of the women in this study.
Strategies of narrative inquiry were used for the narrative data that was
collected, to focus on the relational, continuous, and social aspects of experiences of the
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participants (Clandinin, 2013). Narrative is defined in many different ways, but is often
used synonymously with story (Clandinin, 2013; Polkinghorne, 2007; Riessman, 2008;
Wang & Geale, 2015). Stories are ways of knowing and narrative inquiry honors lived
and told stories of experiences based on their understanding and their knowledge
(Clandinin, 2007, 2013; Seidman, 2013). In this study, narrative will refer to a
compilation of text that will consist of stories of participants’ experiences, the
investigator’s interpretations of the data collected, and the narrative that a reader
constructs (Riessman, 2008).
Using components of narrative inquiry allowed me to honor the lived
experiences of participants by co-constructing stories to understand their experiences
(Clandinin, 2013; R. Johnson & Christensen, 2014). Four key elements of narrative
inquiry are: living stories, telling stories, retelling stories, and reliving stories
(Clandinin, 2013; R. B. Johnson & Christensen, 2014; Riessman, 2008). Narrative
research focuses on the construction of the story or experience and how these accounts
are understood and organized by the participant and researcher (Josselson, 2011).
Clandinin (2013) emphasized the impact of storytelling by noting that a story “is a
portal through which a person enters the world and by which their experience of the
world is interpreted and made personally meaningful” (p. 13). Each of the participants
in this study pursued and secured leadership roles and responsibilities in higher
education. Though their experiences are not identical, each of the participants had a
story that reflected on their journey to executive leadership in higher education.
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In addition to narrative inquiry, case study research was used in the data
collection and analysis process. Case study research is used for in-depth analysis of one
or more cases that uses multiple methods to search for themes within the data (Johnson
& Christensen, 2017). Each case is considered a bounded system that is viewed from an
external and an internal context (Johnson & Christensen, 2017). The advantages of crosscase analysis are the ability to compare and contrast cases, test theories, and compare
with multiple cases (Johnson & Christensen, 2017). For cross-case analysis, each case is
analyzed first, then compared across the cases. The intention of a case study is to obtain
in-depth information about each case, which can take a considerable amount of time. A
disadvantage of case study research with multiple cases is the possibility of spending a
reduced amount of time on each case (Johnson & Christensen, 2017). The goal of case
study research is to eclectically use multiple methods as needed to answer the research
question (Johnson & Christensen, 2017).
Context
To capture women in executive leadership positions in higher education, the
setting for this study was four-year, public institutions of higher education in Florida.
The state of Florida was ideal for this study due to the proximity of the participants to
the home base of the research study. Delimiting the proximity to Florida allows for
easier access to participants for face-to-face interviews and follow-up encounters.
The 12 public universities in the state of Florida were targeted for the study. The
average expenditures for these universities for fiscal year 2015-2016 was about $905
million (median: $477 million) and the average student population was around 29,000
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(median: 23,000). Three of the universities were established in the mid-1800s, six
established between 1956 and 1965, one in 1972, one in 1991, and one in 2012.
There are 12 institutions in the SUS of Florida, but there is a total of 14 entities
because one of the institutions has two regional campuses. For this study, there was a
total of 14 institutions including the regional campuses. The Carnegie Classification of
Institutions of Higher Education was used to categorize each of the institution. The
classifications used for this study were: 1) basic classification, 2) enrollment profile
classification, and 3) size & setting classification. Based on these classifications, table 1
shows the breakdown of the SUS institutions.
Table 1. The Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education for the SUS of
Florida
Basic
Doctoral Universities

Master’s Colleges and
Universities

Very High Research Activity
High Research Activity
Doctoral/Professional Univ
M1: Larger Programs

M3: Smaller Programs
Baccalaureate Colleges Arts & Sciences Focus
Diverse Fields
Enrollment Profile
Very High Undergraduate
High Undergraduate
Majority Undergraduate
Size
Large
Medium
Small
Very Small
Setting
Primarily Nonresidential
Primarily Residential
Highly Residential
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5
2
1
3
1
1
1
6
7
1
8
3
2
1
9
4
1

Population and Sampling
The purpose of this study was to explore the journeys of women in executive
leadership positions in finance, operations, and administration at four-year, public
colleges or universities using life story interviews to reconstruct experiences of their
advancement to executive leadership positions. Women in executive leadership
positions in higher education, specifically with a role in finance, operations, and
administration at a four-year, public institution were targeted for this study due to their
knowledge and expertise of obtaining and maintaining an executive leadership position
in higher education. The women in this study were purposefully selected to participate
in this study (Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Johnson & Christensen, 2017; Miles,
Huberman, & Saldana, 2014).
Participants were identified using information on university websites and
organizational charts. More specifically, criterion sampling was used to select
“participants based on specific, relevant characteristic” and snowball sampling was
helpful in identifying viable participants for the study (Ortiz, 2016, p. 50). Snowball
sampling was delimited to women who are employed at one of the 12 universities
targeted for the study. Snowball sampling is known to be an effective means when the
topic affects a very specialized group and it helps to capture participants that are not
identified using criterion sampling (Ortiz, 2016, p. 51). Executive leadership is a
specialized area in higher education and targeting only women in these positions adds
more specificity to the targeted group. Women perceived to be in executive leadership
roles based on information from the websites of four-year, public institutions were the
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initial group targeted to participate in the study. Table 2 lists the inclusion and
exclusion criteria for selecting participants.
Table 2. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Gender
Discipline
Titles

Institution Type
Location
Affiliation

Inclusion Criteria
Woman
Finance, Operation,
Administration; University
business-focused
Vice President, Associate
Vice President, Assistant
President, Chief Officer,
Associate Dean (of FOA),
Assistant Dean (of FOA),
Director
4 year, public
Florida SUS
Current FL SUS employee

Exclusion Criteria
Academic-focused
Professor, Assistant Professor,
Associate Professor, Dean

Women who held a title of Vice President, Associate Vice President, Chief
Officer, or equivalent in an area of finance, operations, or administration at a four-year,
public institution in the SUS of Florida were recruited to for this study. The positions
targeted were directly related to finance, operations, and administration for the
university.
Brinkman and Kvale (2015) posit that the number of participants for a study is
contingent upon the availability of resources, sufficiency, and saturation. I reviewed the
organizational charts on the websites of the 12 public universities in the State University
System of Florida (SUS) and identified women in the SUS who were perceived to be
women in an executive leadership level position in an area of FOA. The number of
women identified in executive leadership positions in the area of FOA in the SUS was
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66. The number of possible participants from each institution ranged from 1 to 10 with a
mode of 3.
Participant Recruitment
As women were identified as potential participants, an email was sent to invite
them to participate in the study. The body of the email provided information about the
study including the purpose of the study, the type of data that will be collected, the
estimated amount of time requested for participation, the invitation to participate, and
my contact information (Appendix A). The initial recruitment emails were sent in
groups of ten as a way to track the recruitment list and schedule follow up emails more
effectively. The invitation emails were sent to ten potential participants and if I was not
contacted by any of the participants after seven days, I sent follow up emails to that
cohort. Emails were sent early in the workweek and either at the start of the workday or
early afternoon to capture participants at the start of their work day or returning from a
lunch break or morning meeting.
After a participant expressed interest in the project, a follow up email was sent to
confirm participation and I provided a link to complete the demographic questionnaire
using an online survey tool. Before completing the demographic questionnaire, each
participant chose a pseudonym for her name and institution to ensure anonymity
throughout the process (R. B. Johnson & Christensen, 2014). The master list of aliases
and actual names was secured using a password-protected database stored on a
password-protected computer. The pseudonyms were used to link the participants with
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their data collected for the study. After the data was analyzed, the data was stored on a
password-protected document on an external storage drive.
Participants
The pool of women executive leaders in higher education in the SUS consisted of
66 potential participants. Of the 66 women, eight women expressed interest in
participating but due to the inability to coordinate the face-to-face interview with two
participants, complete data was collected from six women. With a sample size of six, I
was able to collect information rich data for each participant using document and
content analysis, demographic survey, observations, and interviews.
To protect the participants’ identities, pseudonyms were used in place of their
names and institutions and the discipline of their titles were replaced with FOA. The
titles of the participants were Assistant Vice President, Associate Vice President, Vice
Chancellor, Director, and Officer of positions in FOA. The pseudonyms for the names
and institutions were self-selected by the participants. In alphabetical order, the
pseudonyms for the participant’s names are: Alyson, Dana Jones, Doc, Irene, May, and
Vivian.
The length of service in their current positions ranged from 18 months to 18 years
and the length of service in higher education in total ranged from 18 months to 35 years.
Each woman held a Bachelor’s degree; five had Master’s degrees and four obtained
doctorate degrees. Of the six women, four identified as Caucasian/White and two
identified as African-American/Black and their ages ranged from 40 to 60. All six
participants reported being married/domestic partnership and five of the participants
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reported having children. Each participant has siblings; five of the women reported
being the youngest sibling and one is the second oldest sibling. Table 3 outlines the
demographics of each participant.
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Table 3. Study Participant Demographic Information
Participant
&
University

Current
Title

Alyson
Any
University
Dana Jones
Titan State
University

Associate
Vice
President
FOA
Officer and
Director

Doc
Strong

Chief FOA

Irene
SFUT

Associate
Vice
President
Assistant
Vice
President

Length
of
Service
Current
Position

Length of
Service
Higher
Education

Age

Race

8 years

49

Caucasian/
White

3 years

4 years

4049

AfricanAmerican/
Black

18 years

31 years

56

Caucasian/
White

5 years

15 years

60

Caucasian/
White

49

AfricanAmerican/
Black

56

Caucasian/
White

6 years

May
18
Higher Ed
18 months
months
7
Vivian
Vice
Regional
2.5 years 27.5 years
Chancellor
State
Note. Participants arranged in alphabetical order.

58

Marital
Status
Married/
Domestic
Partnership
Married/
Domestic
Partnership
Married/
Domestic
Partnership
Married/
Domestic
Partnership
Married/
Domestic
Partnership
Married/
Domestic
Partnership

Children

Siblings

Yes

Yes
Youngest

Yes

Yes
Youngest

No

Yes
Youngest

Yes

Yes
Second
Oldest

Yes

Yes
Youngest

Yes

Yes
Youngest

Degrees
Obtained
Bachelors
- Dual
Degree
Bachelors
Masters
Doctorate
Bachelors
Masters
Doctorate
Bachelors
Masters
Doctorate
Bachelors
Masters
Bachelors
Masters
Doctorate

Each woman was employed at a four-year public institution in the SUS of Florida
in an area of FOA at the institutional level at the time of the study. Figure 3 shows each
participant’s access to the university president. One woman directly reports to the
President and five women indirectly have access to the President through their
supervisor who reports to the President.

Institutional Leader/CEO

President

Direct Access to CEO

Access via VP

Dana
Jones

Doc

Vice
President

Vivian

Alyson

May

Irene

Figure 3. Study participants’ access to the university president.

Ethical Considerations
In all stages of research, there are ethical issues to consider and anticipate. In
qualitative research, the researcher is the conduit to gather and filter data and needs to
be proactive to minimize ethical issues (Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Lichtman, 2012).
Ethical concerns were anticipated and actively addressed in the research plans
(Creswell & Creswell, 2017). Primary considerations included: 1) protecting research
participants, 2) developing trust, 3) promoting the integrity of the research, 4) guarding
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against misconduct, and 5) coping with challenges in the research (Creswell & Creswell,
2017).
Prior to beginning the study, all materials were reviewed and approved by the
USF institutional review board (IRB) to ensure that participants were not put at risk
while participating in the study. Additionally, participants signed an informed consent
form before they provided any data for the study. The informed consent “contains a
standard set of elements that acknowledges protection of human rights” (Creswell &
Creswell, 2017, p. 92).
Being ethical throughout the study included disclosing the benefits of the study
to the participants, respecting the privacy of the participants, and ensuring that the data
would not harm the participants. Lastly, the raw data collected will be retained for five
years after the completion of the study then destroyed so that the data is not
mishandled or misappropriated (Creswell & Creswell, 2017).
Data Collection
This study focused on the journeys of women who were leaders at four-year,
public colleges or universities using qualitative research to reconstruct experiences of
their advancement to executive leadership positions. The exploration into these
journeys included using multiple methods of data collection. Document and content
analysis were done initially to identify potential participants for study and once
prospects were identified, they were invited to participate in the study. The data
collection process began after participants agreed to participate and were consented
into the study. Next, a demographic questionnaire was given to each participant to
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complete. The demographic questionnaire requested background information about
each of the participants. This data was reviewed before the interviews. An additional
round of document and content analysis occurred prior to the face-to-face interviews.
Before, during, and after each interview, I observed the participant’s environment and
took a moment to reflect on the data collection process after each interview. Figure 4
illustrates the flow of the data collection process.

Demographic Questionnaire
Document & Content Analysis
Observations
Interviews
Reflection
Figure 4. Data collection process.
Document and content analysis. The multimodal perception of higher education
requires analytic techniques that pursue meaning beyond the superficial existence and
assumption (Metcalfe, 2016). I incorporated visual research such as document and
content analysis as an approach to maximize the richness of qualitative inquiry by using
the plethora of data that exists in academia (Johnson & Christensen, 2017; Metcalfe,

61

2016). Visual data are divided into two general categories: pre-existing and researcher
instigated documents; these are also known as “found” and “generated” sources or
existing and constructed data (Johnson & Christensen, 2017; Metcalfe, 2016, p. 111).
Institutional websites, campus maps, organizational charts, informational graphics,
curriculum vitae, and archived photographs and articles were sources of pre-existing
visuals reviewed using a semi-structured protocol to collect data for each participant
(Appendix F). This was done to collect background information about the participants
prior to the interviews.
Informed consent. For this study, two informed consents were given to
participants. An informed consent was given prior to participants completing the
demographic survey and an informed consent was given to participants before the faceto-face interviews (Appendix B & D). The informed consent attested that: 1) the
information collected will be confidential, 2) the data will be analyzed and reported in a
de-identified manner, and 3) that participation is voluntary and the participants may
opt out of any portion of the study at any time.
Demographic questionnaire. As an additional means to collect background
information prior to the interviews, a demographic questionnaire was administered to
each of the participants. The demographic questionnaire obtained information such as
age, educational information, marital status, and prior employment (Appendix C).
Having the data from the questionnaire helped to maximize the time available during
interviews and I was able to use that time to probe the participants to compile a richer
data set. Reviewing pre-existing data and the data from the demographic questionnaire
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helped to provide background information on the study participants which allowed me
to use the interviews to collect detailed data about their journeys to executive
leadership (Metcalfe, 2016).
Observations. Each of the participant interviews took place at the participant’s
institution. Not only did this allow for easier access to the participants, but it also gave
me the opportunity to explore and observe each campus (Hollingsworth & Dybdahl,
2012; Johnson & Christensen, 2017). The observations were semi-structured with
questions to prompt structured analysis but not standardize the areas that were to be
observed (Appendix H). I observed the appearance of the participant’s office and its
proximity to other personnel including any other executive leaders. I also noted where
in the participant’s office the interview took place. If the interview did not take place in
the participant’s office, I noted where the interview was held and observed the
surroundings of the environment and whether the participant was a recognized patron
at the interview site.
Life Stories Connection to Research Question and Conceptual Framework. Life
story interviews was used to provide “a practical and holistic methodological approach
for the sensitive collection of personal narratives that reveal how a specific human life is
constructed and reconstructed in representing that life as a story” (Atkinson, 2007, p.
224). The collection of stories were gathered using a life story interview to express parts
of the participant’s life based on their interpretation of the experiences. Atkinson’s
(2007) defines life story as the story that is most important to the storyteller and will
provide subjective understanding of the storyteller’s life to the reader. Interviewing
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women leaders in higher education allowed me to become part of their experience
(Clandinin, 2013; Riessman, 2008). As primary sources of knowledge of their
experiences, the women of this study were the centerpieces of the interviewing process
(Kim, 2015).
Though Atkinson (2007) argues that life story interviews are subjective and
atheoretical, he does believe that adding theoretical perspective and research questions
adds to the scholarly process. More specifically, researchers can use a research question
not as a way to create a systematic guide for each participant, but to guide the interview
process on the participant’s terms to get an understanding of the story in the words and
voice of the participant (Atkinson, 2007). Additionally, Atkinson (2007) believes that
theoretical frameworks are more useful in the data analysis process versus in the data
collection process. Conceptual and theoretical frameworks should be used to help
interpret the storyteller’s text. McAdams (2008) also posits that there is not an allinclusive theory or paradigm that embodies the gamut of narrative study of lives.
Instead, he believes that there are six principles related to the narrative study of lives: 1)
the self is storied, 2) stories integrate lives, 3) stories are told in social relationships, 4)
stories change over time, 5) stories are cultural texts, and 6) some stories are better than
others (McAdams, 2008). To this end, the research question was used as a guide for the
collection of the participant’s life story and the conceptual framework was used to
interpret the text in the data analysis process.
Life Story Interviews. Interviewing provides perception and interpretations of
experiences that become the bridge between the lived experience of life and actually
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living life (Atkinson, 2007; Weiss, 1994). Not only is interviewing a way to understand
past experiences, but it also allows the researcher to be exposed to settings and
situations that would have been unavailable otherwise (Weiss, 1994). The broad and
general questions in the semi-structured interview protocol helped with the
construction of a holistic picture through discussions and interactions during the data
collection process (Creswell, 2014; Hollingsworth & Dybdahl, 2012). “Narrative
interviewing necessitates following participants down their trails” (Riessman, 2008, p.
24). Life story interviews collect stories about specific experiences of particular events
from participants (Grbich, 2013). The interviews were done to explore “’what’ is said,
rather than, ‘how,’ ‘to whom,’ or ‘for what purposes’” things are said (Riessman, 2008,
pp. 53-54). Josselson (2011) posits that narrative research does not have a standardized
methodology but it does have an objective of “doing what is necessary to capture the
lived experience of people in terms of their own meaning-making and to theorize about
it in insightful ways” (p. 225). Along the same lines, Atkinson (2007) believes that life
story interviews should be used as more of an art form instead of science.
The interview process was a conversation between the participant and researcher
where stories were told over the course of the interview; as the narrative inquirer, I
collaborated with the participant in the story composition process (Clandinin, 2013).
The life story interview process encouraged conversation and collaboration in the form
of storytelling that resulted in detailed narratives of each woman’s journey to
leadership (Riessman, 2008). Seidman (2013) posits that:
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The combination of exploring the past to clarify the events that led participants
to where they are now, and describing the concrete details of their present
experience, establishes conditions for reflecting upon what they are now doing in
their lives. (p. 22)
The semi-structured interview protocol was a resource used to encourage participants
to reflect and describe their ascension to executive leadership and also allowed for
unprompted elaboration when warranted (Clandinin, 2013). The semi-structured
interview protocol consisted of 14 questions and prompts (Appendix E).
Delimiting the settings to the southeast region and specifically to public
universities in the SUS gave me the opportunity to schedule each face-to-face interview
at the participant’s institution. Interviewing at the participant’s institution provided an
opportunity to become familiar with the environment prior to conducting the interview
(Metcalfe, 2016). Studying the environment and asking questions specific to their
environment helped to create a comfortable atmosphere prior to the interview and
helped to stimulate and encourage the storytelling process and generation of detailed
narratives (Riessman, 2008). Having some familiarity with the host institution gave me
the opportunity to use that knowledge to build a rapport with each participant and gain
trust to increase her willingness to provide meaningful narrative (Metcalfe, 2016).
Data was collected from the interviews of the six women executive leaders in
higher education. I conducted one interview with each woman. The interview durations
ranged from 30 minutes to 98 minutes and were recorded using the voice memo
application on a smartphone and on a laptop computer. The interviews were recorded
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on two different devices to account for the possibility of one device malfunctioning at
any point during the interview. Although a second interview was not requested, each
participant was willing to participate in a second interview if needed. Each interview
was transcribed using an online transcription service. After the interview data was
transcribed, reviewed for accuracy, and summarized, each participant was sent a
summary of their story. Participants were asked to review the summarized
transcriptions to member-check the information and modify their information to ensure
that the data was a proper portrayal of their stories (Hollingsworth & Dybdahl, 2012).
Reflective journal and post interview reflection. Reflective journaling was
incorporated during data collection as a way to capture my thoughts and feelings
throughout the process (Johnson & Christensen, 2017; Lichtman, 2012). I used analytic
memos and field notes to capture additional data. Analytic memos were written to
reflect and expand on aspects of the data that were significant to data analysis and to
catalog themes observed during the interview (Crossley, 2007; Miles et al., 2014;
Saldaña, 2016). Field notes recorded observations before, during, and after interviews
and contained my observations, comments, and thoughts that prompted and assisted
with the analytic memoing process (Saldaña, 2016). In particular, post-interview notes
were taken after each interview using a semi-structured protocol to create a guided
reflection process, but not to impede on the creativity of the reflection process
(Appendix G). This also created an audit trail for the project. In qualitative research,
audit trails in the form of reflective journals increase the reliability of data (Briggs et al.,
2012; Maki, 2015; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015; Miles et al., 2014; Roulston, 2010). “By
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engaging in ongoing dialogue with themselves through journal writing, researchers
may be able to better determine what they know and how they think they came to
know it” (Watt, 2007, p. 84). The research journal and post-interview notes captured
reflections, details of the observations, questions, issues, and discussions that occurred
during the research process and were used to reduce bias and assist with data analysis.
Piloting of Protocols
A pilot was conducted to test the demographic questionnaire and interview
protocol. Pilot testing helped me to “become acquainted with personnel and test one’s
skills as observer and interviewer” (Janesick, 2011, p. 177). The pilot test was done to
ensure that the questionnaire and interview questions were clear and prompted
responses that were relevant to the intended outcome of the study (West, 2011). The
demographic questionnaire and interview protocol were tested on a woman who
formerly held an executive leadership position in higher education.
The pilot test revealed the need to refine the demographic questionnaire and the
interview protocol to capture data that was essential for answering the research
questions. The demographic questionnaire was revised to be an aide for data collection
that allowed me to gather information about the participants’ background such as their
academic and professional experiences prior to the interviews. I learned through the
pilot study that gathering this information allowed for the interview time to be used
capturing in-depth information about the journeys of the executive leaders. It also
allowed me to delve into aspects of the participants’ backgrounds that were unclear in
the demographic questionnaire or would give context to the participants’ interview
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responses. Additionally, the participant of the pilot provided feedback on my interview
protocol. Her suggested revisions helped me to construct questions that would
seamlessly elicit responses from the participants, especially regarding accounts that
would have otherwise remained dormant or latent. These revisions also ensured that I
was asking interview questions that aligned with the research question and conceptual
framework guiding the study.
Overall, the pilot was a beneficial step in the process because it was an
opportunity to test the questionnaire and interview protocols. Going through the
documents with a former executive leader in higher education provided insiderknowledge to better understand the targeted population and revise the research
instruments for more efficient and relevant data collection.
Data Analysis Plan
The data for this project was generated from document and content analysis,
demographic questionnaire, observations, and life story interviews to focus on the
journeys of women leaders in higher education. The initial step in the data collection
process involved reviewing documents and content found on the institutional websites
of the participants. Each participant completed a demographic questionnaire prior to
the face-to-face interviews. I used the data collected from the document and content
analysis, demographic surveys, and observations at the interview sites to provide
background information to get familiarized with the participants and their institutional
structures prior to the interviews. During the interview process, I obtained detailed
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stories of each participant’s journey to executive leadership in higher education and
after each session, post-interview notes were taken to reflect on the data collected.
The interviews were transcribed and reviewed for accuracy. After becoming
familiar with the stories of the participants by reading and listening to the interviews
repeatedly, I broke the data into chunks based on the conceptual framework and
interview questions then I used analytic memos and open coding to create categories to
identify, define, and name themes (Braun & Clarke, 2012; Miller, 2018). As the stories
were reviewed, I used Dedoose to extract excerpts for the initial coding. Each
participant’s story was analyzed and categorized individually then collectively in crosscase analysis. Data analysis was not done to generalize the data, but to identify
commonalities between the participants’ stories (Riessman, 2008). Using a case studies
approach, narrative and thematic analysis were done to examine each participant’s
story individually, then collectively as a group.
Narrative analysis. Narrative analysis was used to uncover significant findings
of the interview data by creating a big story based on the participant’s small stories
(Pheonix, 2013). As the inquirer and interpreter of the data, I read through the
transcripts multiple times to sort through the information and identified the primary
elements of the personal narratives, narrative tone, imagery, and themes (Crossley,
2011; Grbich, 2013; Josselson, 2011). Becoming familiar with the data helped with the
identification of emergent and significant themes. Using narrative analysis, I focused
on: 1) particular places and times, 2) the big story and small stories being told during
the interview process, and 3) the simultaneous analysis of the big and small stories in
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the words of the storyteller (Atkinson, 2007; Pheonix, 2013). The analysis process
involved reviewing the context and orientation of each participant’s interview using a
hermeneutic circle approach to make sense of the parts of the story that created the
whole (Josselson, 2011; Pheonix, 2013). This study captured the stories that emphasized
the participant’s journey to executive leadership which was a way for me to understand
how their lives impacted their journey (Atkinson, 1998).
Analysis began with understanding the episodes or big story of each person and
the various timeframes or small stories of the big story (Pheonix, 2013). I captured the
sequential events of each participant’s journey and probed for more detail as the stories
were told, then constructed, deconstructed, and reconstructed each story (Grbich, 2013).
This entailed having the participant construct the big story, deconstruct the big story
into small stories, and then I reconstructed the story to summarize the big story. After
summarizing each story, I identified and explored the narrative segments in the data,
analyzed the data to identify themes within each story, then compared the participants’
stories as the final step in the interpretation of the narratives. (Grbich, 2013). Each
interview was reviewed separately to allow reflection and initial emergence of
individual themes then compared across cases (Briggs et al., 2012; Riessman, 2008).
Dedoose, a web-based qualitative data analysis platform, was used to help manage the
data analysis process (Burnard, Gill, Stewart, Treasure, & Chadwick, 2008).
Thematic analysis. The next step in the process was thematic analysis. Thematic
analysis was used for this study because of its flexibility and accessibility. This allowed
me to systematically code, analyze, and link qualitative data to theory and concepts
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using multiple coding and analysis approaches (Braun & Clarke, 2012). I used open
coding to search for themes, then reviewed the themes to determine its alignment with
the research question and framework (Braun & Clarke, 2012; Burnard et al., 2008; Miller,
2018). I primarily used inductive coding to allow the data to drive the coding, but was
also mindful of themes from concepts presented in previous studies, the conceptual
framework, and interview questions that could organically emerge during the analysis
process (Braun & Clarke, 2012; Joffe, 2012). Figure 5 shows an overview of the three
primary analysis methods.

Case Study
Individual case
review

Narrative
Analysis
Review the big
story
Review the
small stories

Cross-case
review

Reconstruct
the big story

Thematic
Analysis
Open coding
• Inductive and
deductive

Theme
identification

Figure 5. Qualitative analysis approaches used.
Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness addresses the strength of qualitative research or the validity
(Creswell, 2014; Creswell & Creswell, 2017). The validity strategies taken to enhance
trustworthiness and credibility of the study was member checking and the usage of
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multiple data collection methods (Agosto, 2009; Calizo, 2011; Cosimini, 2011; Creswell,
2014; Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Jones, Hwang, & Bustamante, 2015; Miles et al., 2014).
Data was collected from multiple sources to examine “evidence from the sources and
using it to build a coherent justification for themes” (Creswell & Creswell, 2017, p. 200).
Document reviews, content analysis, observations, and interviews added to the
robustness by providing various perspectives of the data collected.
Additionally, member checking allowed the participant to review and verify the
interview interpretation (Atkinson, 2007; Gibbs, 2015; Morris, 2016). The primary goal
of member checking was to ensure that the information collected was representative of
the stories given by the participants. Considering the high priority careers and busy
schedules that the participants have, summaries of the transcribed interviews were sent
to the participant instead of the full transcripts. After all of the interviews were
completed and transcribed, the summaries of the researchers’ reconstructed stories
were sent for member checking (Atkinson, 2007; Gibbs, 2015; Morris, 2016). This gave
participants the ability to provide feedback and an opportunity to edit or revise the data
as needed (Creswell & Creswell, 2017).
Limitations
There were several limitations considered for this study. First, purposeful and
snowball sampling were used to identify and recruit willing participants for the study.
Second, the recruitment period was over the course of two months. Taking into
consideration the political cycle, fiscal year end, preparation and start of a new fiscal
and academic year, the end and beginning of semesters, and the potential inability to
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gain direct access, I accounted for the possibility that top executives in public
institutions may not be easily accessible or available to participate in this study.
Additionally, other identities, such as race, may have impacted the participant’s
leadership journey, but the nature and structure of the study may have limited the
participant’s focus to topics specific to gender. Lastly, the small sample size does not
represent the complete population of women who are executive leadership positions in
FOA in the Florida SUS.
Summary
The leaders that were targeted had titles such as Vice President or Chief Officer
in positions that are in the areas of finance, operations, and/or administration.
Targeting executive leaders in higher education allowed for narrative inquiry to
uncover the lived stories of these women leaders. The participants were selected using
purposeful sampling based on relevant and specific criteria that identified the
participants as executive leaders in FOA in higher education (Ortiz, 2016). To capture
robust data, demographic questionnaire, document analysis, interviews, observations,
and reflective journaling and post-interview notes were gathered for each participant.
Using multiple data collection methods and member checking the data ensured the
trustworthiness of the data. The data from the women executive leaders in higher
education were collected, transcribed, summarized, member checked by the
participants, then analyzed by the researcher using narrative analysis.
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Chapter Four:
Findings
The purpose of this study was to explore the journeys of women in executive
leadership positions in finance, operations, and administration at four-year, public
colleges or universities using life story interviews to reconstruct experiences of their
advancement to executive leadership positions. The research question that guided the
study was: How do women describe their experiences of securing, transitioning into,
and advancing within executive leadership positions in finance, operations, and
administration in higher education? In this chapter, I present the findings that emerged
from the study. I begin with providing a profile of each participant followed by an
overview of the emergent themes of the data. The data was arranged into two areas: 1)
Entry into Higher Education and 2) Factors Leading to Securing, Transitioning to, and
Advancing in higher education. From there, themes of the participants’ journeys were
found and explored to identify the findings of the study.
Journey to Executive Leadership
In this section, I present the summaries of each participant’s journey to executive
leadership in higher education. Each profile begins with a description of the setting
prior to the interview, then focuses on the narrative of the experiences of her journey to
her current position in executive leadership in higher education, then concludes with
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the participant’s length of service in higher education and in her current position. The
participant profiles are arranged in alphabetical order: Alyson, Dana Jones, Doc, Irene,
May, and Vivian.
Alyson. Alyson and I met in her office at Any State University. Alyson’s office is
located in the administrative building on campus. The administrative building is in the
middle of campus and near other administrative and business services. Alyson and I
walked into her building at the same time, and I followed her to her office. We sat at the
conference table that was in her office and had our interview.
Alyson started her undergraduate career knowing that she wanted to get into
managerial accounting and that she did not want to become a public accountant.
However, upon graduating, the only companies hiring at the time were in the big eight.
Despite her desires, Alyson became a public accountant. She had a tough commute each
day, but her company paid for her certified public accountant (CPA) exam preparation
and the exam itself. They also provided time for her to study. Alyson passed the exam
and became a certified public accountant. She was appreciative of the company, but she
wanted to find a job closer to her home. To reduce her commute time, she took a job
with a smaller company. During her time at the second company, she had her first child
and took some time off from being an accountant to be a mom. She also worked for the
family business while on hiatus. When her daughter was 17 months old, Alyson was
ready to go back to accounting. She called her former boss at the second accounting
firm and let him know that she was ready to leave the family business and was looking
to get back into the workforce. Her old company hired her back right away. Shortly

76

after she returned to the workforce, she had to let them know that she was pregnant
with her second child. She vowed to return to work after having her second child, and
she did. She worked there for a little while longer then moved on to another company
that gave her a better work-life balance.
Alyson’s mother, aunt, and grandmother worked in higher education and
Alyson knew that it was a really nice life for people with kids. She also knew the
institution would financially support her interest to complete a master’s in business
administration (MBA). Working in the educational sector was a goal of hers, but she did
not envision that the route to a career in higher education would involve getting a CPA.
She left her third accountancy firm to begin her career in higher education.
On the day Alyson started in higher education, her supervisor went on maternity
leave, and she had to complete her pending assignment. Alyson was able to finish an
assignment that her supervisor had been working on. As a result, the director was very
appreciative and impressed with Alyson’s work. By the time Alyson’s boss returned
from maternity leave, the director created a position in which Alyson and her current
boss would both report to the director. As Alyson progressed, the director asked Alyson
to supervise her former boss. Alyson was not comfortable with that, so she took another
position within the institution still reporting to the director. She became the business
manager and eventually managed all of the central units and learned the workings of
central administration. She left her position as business manager to become the
administrator for the biology department because she wanted to learn more about the
academic side of administration. She spent two years in the biology department, then
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decided to look for jobs in Florida to escape the brutal winters. Her husband told her
that if she found a job in Florida he would go as well.
Alyson applied for a job at Any University, interviewed, and was hired. She and
her family moved to Florida. When Alyson took the job at Any University, her new area
was in need of some help. There was high turnover, lack of direction, and inefficient
business processes. Alyson spent some time in that department then was presented
with an opportunity to move out of the department and work in central administration.
She was able to work closely with leadership at the university. Alyson had planned to
stay in her position until her supervisor retired, then move into that position. Things
moved a little slower than anticipated, so she took another position within the
university. After being in that position less than a year, Alyson’s former boss
announced her retirement, Alyson was offered that position, and she accepted it.
Alyson recalled the two instances where she was rehired by a former supervisor. She
attributes that to her strong work ethic and the relationship that she had with people as
the reason why she had two opportunities of being rehired by previous supervisors. She
strongly believes that you should not “burn a bridge” when you leave a position.
Alyson has worked in higher education for 20 years. She has been at Any
University for 13 years and has been in her current position for almost six years.
Dana Jones. The interview with Dana Jones took place in her office at Titan State
University. Dana’s office is located in the administrative building on campus. Her office
is located on the same floor as administration and is in one of the executive leadership
suites. There was a receptionist, but Dana was waiting in the reception area and greeted
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me as I entered the suite. She escorted me to her office and we sat at the table that was
located in her office and began our interview.
After seeing her brother go off to college, Dana decided she wanted to be a dean
at a university. After attending college herself, she felt as if she could work in higher
education someday. When Dana graduated from college with her undergraduate
degree, she worked at a daycare center then moved on to work at a large computer
company. While working at the computer company, which was the beginning of a good
career, she decided that she did not want to remain in her corporate job and decided to
go back to school for her master’s degree. After the computer company, Dana began a
career in K-12; she worked in K-12 for about 17 years. In those 17 years, she began as an
elementary school teacher and eventually moved around to different positions. She was
a support teacher for students learning English, an instructional technology specialist,
then moved into a district position. At the district level, she was an instructional
technology specialist and also a teacher coach. In the district position, Dana worked
with different schools and principals to provide professional development to teachers.
Towards the end of her 17-year tenure in K-12, Dana began working on her doctorate
degree. She chose to get a doctorate degree so that she could be prepared for senior
level positions within a school or district level in K-12 or in higher education. Dana
always wanted to work in higher education and when her family moved to Florida, that
was her chance to focus her efforts on getting a job in higher education. Dana secured a
job in higher education then moved to her current position at Titan State University.
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Dana has been in her position at Titan State University for three years and has
worked in higher education for four years.
Doc. The interview with Doc took place in her office at Strong [University]. Her
office is located in the main administrative building on campus and on the executive
floor of the building. Because the President’s office is also on the executive floor of this
building, the only way to access this floor of the building is with credentialed access. As
soon as I stepped out of the elevator, I was greeted by the receptionist who directed me
to the waiting area while Doc was being contacted. Doc found me in the waiting area
and escorted me to her office. Doc’s office is adjacent to the university President’s
office. Both the waiting area and Doc’s office had panoramic views of campus. We sat at
the table in Doc’s office and began the interview.
With the intention of going to school to become a principal or superintendent,
Doc began her undergraduate educational journey in elementary education. After
graduating with her undergraduate degree, she fell in love with higher education while
traveling as a chapter consultant for her sorority. She attributed her time working with
her sorority as the major reason why she changed her focus in life. She then decided she
wanted to be a Dean of Students instead of a principal or superintendent. A sorority
sister was a key person in introducing Doc to the master’s program that she completed.
While completing her master’s degree, she worked in Greek Affairs and was the
PanHellenic Graduate Advisor and house mom. During one of her summer breaks, Doc
shadowed a director of a program of an institution in her hometown. This was the
pivotal moment where she fell in love with operations in higher education and shifted
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her professional desires. When she returned to campus for her master’s program, she
had a practicum opportunity and shadowed an Associate Vice President for a year. The
two shadowing opportunities gave Doc experience with learning higher education
beyond Greek life and providing experience with working on large-scale projects.
After graduate school, Doc applied for the Assistant Director at the university
that she shadowed with initially during the summer. She was hired and was the
Assistant Director for one year, then became the Director. She stayed at that institution
for a total of three years. She applied for a director position at Strong [University] and
was hired. During this time, Doc was recommended for a women and minority
mentoring program. She applied and was accepted into the program. She selected the
Vice Provost as her mentor. Doc was exposed to new experiences in higher education
administration through her mentorship with the Vice Provost. She was exposed to dean
searches and strategic planning initiatives. Doc was the Director for seven years, then
decided to pursue a doctorate degree full time.
After Doc left her position as the director to pursue her doctorate full time, she
was offered a graduate assistantship with the vice provost. She worked part time until
the dissertation phase and was hired full time at that point. One of Doc’s assignments
was to help with the presidential search for Strong. A new Provost was also hired and
asked Doc to join his team full time. In this position, the Provost allowed Doc to stay at
home one day a week for a year to finish her dissertation. Once the new president was
hired, Doc was working closely with the President’s office. After Doc finished her
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doctorate, the president of Strong [University] offered her a full-time position, and she
has been Chief FOA for 18 years of the 28 years at Strong.
Doc has been working in higher education for 31 years and has been in her
current position for 18 years. She has had the same supervisor since she began her
position 18 years ago. Doc attributes her successes with the relationships that were
formed along her journey. Doc began her journey in Greek life, but because of the
relationships that she cultivated, she was introduced to 1) a master’s program, 2) a
shadowing opportunity, 3) job after her master’s degree, 4) Strong [University], 5) job as
a graduate assistant during doctorate program, 6) full time position with the provost
during the dissertation phase, and 7) full time position with the president.
Irene. Irene’s office is on the main area of SFUT’s campus, but our interview took
place in one of the secondary locations where she meets with her team. When I arrived,
the receptionist escorted me to the conference room where Irene was waiting for me.
Irene considers herself an adult learner because she began her educational
journey later in life as a non-traditional student. When she began her undergraduate
studies, she was married and had a child. She began after her husband started his career
as a faculty member. Irene has worked in the university setting her whole career in
administrative positions. She understood that credentials were important to moving up
in an academic setting and that a person should change jobs every three years. For those
reasons, Irene continued seeking jobs that required more credentials. Irene started in
administrative services then moved on to become a director and found another director
position that required more education. Irene knew that by continuously improving her
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credentials, she would position herself to be qualified for high-level positions if she took
a job at another institution. Irene eventually became the associate vice provost for the
same institution then retired from that institution. Irene decided to come out of
retirement and was hired at SFUT.
Irene had 35 years of experience in higher education and has been the Associate
Vice President of SFUT for 5 years.
May. I met May in her office at Higher Ed 7 [University]. Her office was located
in the administrative building of the university which was centrally located on campus.
May’s office is near other administrative services for the university. I stopped at the
reception area then walked to May’s office. I greeted May and she led me to the table in
her office and we began our interview.
When May completed her undergraduate degree, she took a short-term position
in retail with the intentions of having a career in retail marketing. After completing her
internship, she was hired to do project management with several telecommunications
companies. She was managing the installation of technical equipment and network
creation. Unfortunately, the last company that May worked for filed for bankruptcy and
jobs were eliminated. When this happened, May was pregnant, so she decided to be a
stay at home mom. May comes from a family of entrepreneurs and has always had a
keen business acumen. While being a stay at home mom, May ran a business out of her
home for two years. She also did a lot of volunteer work. For example, May became the
chair of a very large statewide business conference. During her time as chair, she was
involved with engaging the business community and community leaders, building the
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conference curriculum, and acquiring and managing volunteers. It was a lot of hard
work on May’s side, but she worked hard to create a phenomenal event.
May’s hard work with the business conference caught the attention of an
individual that worked at the state level. There was a need for a communications
director, and May was asked to apply for the position. May was hesitant about applying
because she had only worked in the private sector in a corporate setting and she did not
have any experience at the government level. She did not know if she wanted to go
from private industry to the state level, but she applied for the position. May applied
with the caveat that she would only work for a short amount of time. Not long after she
applied, she was hired for the position as the Communications Director for the state’s
business development program. While May was in this role, she developed educational
content for the state, began building critical relationships, and stayed informed of
changes in the field by attending national conferences. May was in this position for
three years. After three years of working with the state, May was asked to lead the
efforts at the city level under the Mayor’s administration.
May’s position for the city involved administering a certification program for the
city’s major contracts and construction. May gained a lot of experience with working on
major construction projects. After working at the city level for a few years, May was
asked to come back to the state.
May gained a lot of experience in governmental administration while working at
the state level. Her office was in charge of completing a very large disparity study that
involved state institutions, the lottery, and the airport authority. Also, during this time,
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May completed her master’s degree. May pointed out that she built relationships and
knowledge as she progressed. These elements gave her a good balance between the
corporate side of business and the governmental side. May enjoyed her job and was
proud of the work that had been done. One of the primary tasks May managed was
conducting a statewide project to audit several state entities. While working on the
project for the state, she worked with a lot of state institutions. Her experience working
with the state institutions piqued her interest in working in higher education. May had
a brief discussion with her husband about her desire to work in higher education.
About a year after her conversation with her husband, May was contacted by a search
agency about a job opportunity at Higher Ed 7 [University].
May was not looking for a new position at the time, but was eagerly being
pursued by Higher Ed 7. May was unsure of the legitimacy of the calls because once
you reach a level of leadership, you begin receiving various calls and emails about
potential jobs. May eventually took the phone call and submitted her resume for Higher
Ed 7’s position. She asked the company how they found her, and the response was that
they found her from a search on the Internet. Once she submitted her resume, Higher
Ed 7 began pursuing her more. May was selected as one of the top five candidates, and
it was at that time where she informed her husband of the pursuit. When the candidates
were narrowed down to the top three, May and the other candidates were invited to
interview with the executive leadership team. May recalls being at her son’s basketball
tournament when she received the call from Higher Ed 7 to offer her the position. May
accepted the position, and her family moved to Florida.
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May points out that education is important, but relationships are really
important. In a leadership position, she believes that you have to know how to deal
with people effectively because it makes a difference in how you move up the ladder.
She also is a believer that nothing happens by mistake. You have to prepare
educationally and when an opportunity aligns itself, you have to be prepared to take it.
May has worked in higher education and in her current position at Higher Ed 7
for 18 months.
Vivian. Vivian’s interview took place in her office at Regional State [University].
Her building was in the center of campus and her office was located in the
administrative building and on the same floor as other executive leaders of the
institution. The person at the reception desk greeted me before being introduced to
Vivian. We walked to Vivian’s office, sat at the table, and began our conversation.
Vivian knew at a young age that she wanted to be a teacher. She did not know
what kind of teacher, but she knew she wanted to be in an educational environment.
Vivian entered college as a first-generation college student and was a student-athlete
with a scholarship to play softball. When she finished her bachelor’s degree, she wanted
to teach at the elementary or college level. She was already certified in K-12, but
decided that she wanted to teach and coach and went on to get a master’s degree. Upon
completing her master’s degree, she took a teaching job at a small institution. She
taught, coached two sports, and eventually became the athletic director at this
institution for five years. After five years, she was asked to apply for another job within
the university. She was hired for that position and the negotiation for that position
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entailed a sabbatical so that she could obtain her doctorate degree. She knew that if she
was going to continue to move up in the ranks, that she needed a PhD. That was always
her goal. In her new role, she was a Vice President. After eight years of working at the
institution, she took a sabbatical to finish her PhD. In all, Vivian spent 17 years at this
institution.
Vivian left the position as Vice President and became the Associate Provost at
another institution. She was in that position for 13 years before she began searching for
another position. Despite interviewing and being offered a position at another
university, Vivian’s institution presented a counteroffer and she stayed. Two months
after the counteroffer, there was a change in leadership after Vivian’s supervisor left the
institution. Six months after the new leadership began, Vivian began looking for
another position. Vivian’s career to this point had been at private institutions. Vivian’s
goal was to work at a public institution, and she found an open position at Regional
State [University], applied for it, and was hired. This was Vivian’s third major
leadership position.
Vivian has been in her position at Regional State for two and a half years and has
worked in higher education for 27 ½ years.
Overview of Findings
This section provides the findings that emerged from data. Each woman
discussed her entry into higher education as a professional and the factors that lead to
securing, transitioning to, and advancing in higher education. Bandura’s (2008) triadic
reciprocal determination of social cognitive theory was the framework used to explore
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the evolution of the participants’ professional journeys. Using social cognitive theory as
a conceptual framework, the themes were organized into three aspects of their journeys:
1) environmental elements, 2) behavioral elements, and 3) personal elements. In
describing their journeys to executive leadership in higher education, the themes that
emerged were: 1) career-related experience, 2) education, 3) relationships, 4) family and
motherhood, 5) gender disparities, and 6) self-efficacy. Figure 6 shows how narrative
and thematic analysis were used in a case study format to generate the themes of the
study.

Themes

Case Study Approach
Single case analysis
Cross-cass analysis

Narrative Analysis
Creating a big story
based on the
participant's small
stories
Initial identification
of themes

Thematic Analysis
Review of initial
themes
Data coding
Identification of
final themes

Career-related
Experiences
Education
Relationships
Family/Motherhood
Gender Disparities
Self-efficacy

Figure 6. Analysis and Themes. Process of using a case study approach to analyze data
using narrative and thematic analysis.
A major finding was that women described their experiences of securing their executive
leadership positions in FOA in higher education as a product of relationships with
individuals in higher education prior to entering into higher education. It was also
found that women described their experiences of transitioning into and advancing in
leadership in terms of gaining career-related experiences, acquiring education,
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cultivating relationship, and using self-efficacy as contributors to their journeys in
executive leadership in higher education.
Entry into Higher Education. The women in this study began their professional
careers in different fields and at various timeframes in their lives. Many of the
participants in the study had an idea of their potential career paths before beginning
their undergraduate education. A person involved in higher education in some aspect
directly influenced four of the six women. Three women had close family members who
influenced their decision to enter into higher education and one became fascinated with
the idea of working in higher education through her interactions with a colleague
before entering into graduate school. These women chose to enter into higher education
because of the experiences they had vicariously through their relatives and colleagues.
Though a person in higher education did not directly influence the other two women,
their previous experiences with collaborators and understanding of higher education
led them to their careers in higher education. For one participant, working very closely
with state institutions on a statewide project spawned an interest to work in higher
education and for the other participant, working in higher education was one of her
ideal career paths. Both made the decision to enter into higher education because they
believed that they possessed what was needed to be successful. Overall, the
participants’ entry into higher education can be attributed to relationships that were
cultivated, career-related experiences, and self-efficacy.
With the exception of Irene, none of the women intentionally prepared for a
professional career in higher education. Doc and Vivian have undergraduate degrees in
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education and Dana Jones continued her education and obtained a master’s degree in
education. These three women obtained their degrees with the intention of entering the
field of K-12 education. Whereas, May’s educational background was in marketing and
Alyson’s undergraduate degree was in accounting. Both May and Alyson had plans of
securing jobs in their respective fields in the corporate/private sector. Irene was the
only participant that began her educational and professional careers with the intention
of working in higher education.
Although each woman had different backgrounds and aspirations at the start of
their careers, each currently works as an executive leader in higher education. The
proceeding section describes the factors that led to their entry into higher education.
Family/Friend Influence. Each participant entered into her career in higher
education differently and recalled varied influences prior to beginning their journeys in
higher education executive leadership. Four of the participants credited the external
influence of family members or colleagues for their interests in higher education.
Alyson was a certified public accountant (CPA), but through her mother, grandmother,
and aunt, she knew that working for a university would provide the work-life balance
that she was seeking. Similar to Alyson, Dana Jones also became interested in higher
education because of an experience she remembers when her brother went to college.
She recalls wanting a job in higher education:
Since I was eight years old… I just remember my brother going off to college,
he's almost 10 years older than I am, and it was like, he loved it. I was like, wow,
I want to work in the university or I want to be in a university. And I had this
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thing in my head of becoming a dean… I didn't even know what that meant.
And when I got to college, I loved it and I was like, you know what, I could
really do this.
Doc was introduced to career options in higher education through members of her
sorority. Doc spent a year after her bachelor’s degree traveling for her national sorority
and that’s when she fell in love with the idea of a career in higher education. Doc stated,
I credit my international sorority with changing the whole focus in life because
from that I got accepted to graduate school [in the] student personnel program,
which was nationally known, and it was a Greek advisor that I had met… who
happened to be a sorority sister too, who sent my name there.
Irene began her educational career after her husband completed his education and after
he became a faculty member. While Irene’s husband was completing his education and
securing his professional career, Irene was his support throughout his experience.
Because of the role that she played during her husband’s journey, she understood the
academic setting and what was needed to prepare, enter, and be successful in a career
in higher education. When she was ready to begin her career, Irene chose to pursue her
professional career in higher education because of the experiences that she had
vicariously lived through her husband.
Alyson, Dana Jones, Doc, and Irene had external or environmental influences
that contributed to their decision to begin their careers in higher education. In these
instances, the external factors were family members, friends, or colleagues that
introduced or influenced their decision to enter into higher education. Alyson’s
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grandmother, mother, and aunt and Irene’s husband had careers in higher education.
Through those family members, Alyson and Irene were able to vicariously experience
careers in higher education which contributed to their desire to work in higher
education.
Self-influence. Two of the women were internally motivated to begin their
careers in higher education. As a governmental administrator at the state level, May
collaborated with institutions of higher education while working on a special project
and that piqued her interest in higher education. When it was time for her to transition
her career, she wanted to use her talents in higher education. May stated,
You know, eventually at a point in your career though, you get to the point
where you have reached a level of success and you, you know, you think, ‘Well,
what are you going to do next? What do you want to do next?’ And, um, I had
started having that conversation with myself. I had a brief conversation with my
husband and I said, I think I would really like to potentially go on to higher
education next.
Vivian was also self-influenced in her decision to work in higher education. Vivian
knew that she wanted to teach and be a coach either in K-12 or in higher education.
After she completed her master’s degree, she obtained a job in higher education where
she was able to teach and coach.
May and Vivian’s experiences influenced their decision to enter into higher
education. May collaborated with institutions of higher education while working on a
statewide project and this created an interest in working in higher education. Vivian
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knew that she either wanted to work in K-12 or higher education and chose higher
education because she wanted to coach and teach; working in higher education gave
her that opportunity. Table 4 provides an overview of each participant and career
paths.

Table 4. Participant’s Planned Careers, Interest, and Length of Service in Higher
Education (HE)
Interest or
Planned
Participant
Influence for
Years in HE
Career
move to HE
Alyson
Accountant
Family
8 years
Dana Jones
K-12 after
Family
4 years
masters
Doc
K-12, teacher,
Friend/Colleague 31 years
principal,
superintendent
Irene
HE
Family
15 years
Administrator
May
Retail
Self; progression
18 months
Marketing
of skills set
Vivian
Teacher; K-12
Self; wanted to
27.5 years
teach and coach
From the perspective of self-efficacy, vicarious experiences, previous success,
internal drive, and tenacity were apparent contributors to the participants’ entry into
their careers in higher education. Four of the women chose to enter into a career in
higher education because of vicarious experiences with family members, colleagues,
and friends. Of the two women that were self-influenced to enter into higher education,
one entered because her previous successes from working with institutions of higher
education on a special project for her former employer and the other entered because of
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her internal drive and tenacity to begin a career that would allow for personallyinspired growth and achievement.
Securing, Transitioning to, and Advancing in Higher Education. The
participant’s narratives unearthed common themes that incorporated the internal and
external concepts of Plummer (2001) within the framework of Bandura’s (2008) social
cognitive theory. In relation to social cognitive theory, the internal factors are the
personal attributes and the external factors are the environmental elements. All of the
triadic determinants are interdependent, but the behavioral component cannot be
succinctly characterized as internal or external because both influence behavior. Using
Bandura’s (2008) framework as an analytical lens, the following themes emerged:
career-related experiences, education, relationships, gender disparities, family and
motherhood, and self-efficacy of the participants.
This section explores the themes of the study in relation to interdependence of
environmental, personal, and behavioral factors as internal and external contributors of
securing, transitioning to, and advancing into executive leadership positions in higher
education (Bandura, 2008). Environmental is external and the internal contributors are
personal and behavioral. Figure 7 is a depiction of the interaction of Plummer (2001)
and Bandura (2008) in relation to the findings.
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Bandura (2008)

Internal

External

Plummer (2001)

Career-related experiences
Education
Relationships
Family/Motherhood
Gender Disparities

Environmental

Personal

Behavioral

Decisions and actions inﬂuenced by
and in support of environmental and
personal factors

Self-Efﬁcacy

Figure 7. Conceptual Framework and Themes. Interaction of Plummer (2001) and
Bandura’s (2008) frameworks in relation to the themes of the study.
Career-related experience. Career-related experience was a common theme of all
of the participants. As an environmental contributor, career-related experience played a
major role in the participant’s journey as they secured, transitioned, and advanced in
higher education. It was a contributing factor for formal and informal preparation for
leadership and as an introduction to career options in higher education for the
participants. Gaining experience not only allowed participants to be influenced by
others, but also provided an opportunity for them to influence others. As the
participants gained access to the higher education environment, they were able to
increase their knowledge, skill, and practice to make meaningful contributions to the
higher education ecosystem.
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Irene’s professional career started in higher education and she felt that she was
prepared for executive leadership in higher education because of the institutional
knowledge that she had gained over the years. Irene stated, “I spent quite a long time
before I entered the executive level working in various aspects of the university.” As
Irene transitioned to various jobs within the university, she was gaining additional
skills and expanding her knowledge of higher education.
May believed that she became the leader that she is because of her professional
experiences. She has not worked in higher education as long as her fellow participants,
but that is not a hindrance on her ability to be successful in higher education. For May,
she stated that prayer, her experience, and education prepared her to be successful.
Alyson sought out professional experiences by expanding her responsibilities as
she progressed. In reminiscing about her career path and previous positions, Alyson
stated, “When I described my roles, I think you can just generally see general expansion
of responsibility with every position. The best way to describe the preparation is that I
just generally kept getting expanded responsibility.” As Alyson gained expanded
responsibilities, she gained valuable experience that increased her knowledge and skill
level that helped her progress in her career.
Career-related experience was identified as a confidence builder or booster for
the participants. When asked what gave Dana Jones the confidence to achieve this level
of success, she responded by saying, “I would definitely say experience. Taking on
leadership roles, even the ones that were not necessarily termed leadership roles, like
maybe within group works, doing certain things … like volunteer roles.”
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Similarly, Vivian attributed career-related experience with giving her the
confidence needed to achieve executive leadership. When she interviewed for her
current position, she had already acquired three decades of experience. Her confidence
was a product of her 30 years of experience as an administrator in higher education.
Vivian shared,
When I interviewed here, I thought at the time, you know, I knew I had almost
30 years of experience. I knew there wasn't a question they could ask me, that I
couldn't come up with a good answer and that I know [FOA], I know how to do
this work. So part of it would be just pure experience.
Vivian was confident in her job interview because she was confident in her abilities as
an administrator in higher education. She knew that she could do the work that was
required for the position and was confident that she would be able to answer any
questions that were asked about the field.
The participants of this study believed that their career-related experiences
contributed to their increased institutional knowledge, enhancement of their skills, and
gave them the confidence needed to pursue new responsibilities.
Education. All of the women have advanced credentials that complement their
respective areas of FOA. Four of the women have doctorate degrees which is a common
degree to hold as an administrator or executive leader in higher education. The two
women without doctorate degrees were the two individuals who entered the workforce
with the intentions of becoming an accountant and a retail marketer. They sought
advanced credentials in those fields prior to entering into higher education. In general,
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there was importance placed on lifelong learning and professional development.
Emphasis was placed on continuous, lifelong learning as a way to gain more
knowledge, skill, and tools to enhance a person’s existing tool kit or to add an
additional tool kit.
Irene began her education after her husband established his career as a faculty
member. Irene’s motivation for obtaining graduate degrees was spawned from her
understanding of academia. Irene said,
I understood very well [when I began my career that] in an academic setting, you
needed the credentials in order to move up and I would essentially change jobs
every three years and I always looked for a job that needed more credentials.
Irene’s plan was to actively seek positions that required more than the experience or
credentials that she had at the time. For her to be qualified for her new position, she
knew that she needed to acquire the knowledge and skill needed by continuing her
education.
Vivian knew that she wanted to teach in higher education and knew that she had
to have the credentials to do so. The idea of teaching and coaching at the collegiate level
was the motivation for Vivian. Knowing that she needed a doctorate degree to move
into a more senior leadership position in higher education, her end goal was to get her
PhD.
Dana Jones began her professional career in the K-12 sector of education and
after working in K-12, she decided to continue her education. Though her path did not
begin in higher education, Dana Jones still had an appreciation of the necessity of

98

having a doctorate degree if she wanted to be a candidate for senior leadership
positions. Knowing that she potentially wanted to transition out of K-12 and enter
higher education, she obtained a doctorate degree that had transferable qualities for
either field.
In regards to preparation for leadership, May believes that a person should be
prepared educationally so that when the opportunity arises they are prepared. She
stated, “I'm a firm believer that nothing happens by mistake and that obviously you
have to prepare educationally and make sure that is in order when the opportunity
aligns itself and be ready to walk in that.”
In higher education, education is the focal point and the participants have a good
understanding of that. While working in higher education, Doc decided to pursue a
PhD so that she could learn more about higher education. For the participants,
education was the conduit to obtain more knowledge and enhance skills needed for a
successful career in higher education.
Education and Career-related Experience. In describing their experiences to
executive leadership in higher education, the participants frequently mentioned two
themes simultaneously. Most noted were education and career-related experience and
other combinations included either education or career-related experiences. Similar
combinations were experiences and internal drive, experience and relationships,
education and relationships, and education and internal drive. Education and careerrelate experience were common combinations mentioned as Vivian and Dana Jones
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remembered their journeys. For instance, Vivian reminisced on what helped her
prepare for her current position and she stated,
So I definitely think that my formal education really laid the foundation. And
then, the experience just helped me get better at my trade and my vocation. I
think I prepared myself by experience, just pure experience. And you take those
experiences and you kind of put them on top of each other.
In general, Dana Jones believes that she was prepared for her positions because of her
education and previous experiences. But in terms of higher education, Dana Jones
explained the importance of having experience. She stated,
It’s hard to get experience in something that you don’t have experience in. I think
the important thing is having experience with people so you know different
levels of people. Just having some type of experience within higher ed because
higher ed is different from corporate and it’s different from k-12. So sometimes
you may have to… just get in the door then move around, work your way up.
In discussing the pathway to executive leadership, the participants placed importance
on having career-related experience and education separately and collectively. When
specifically describing the their pathways to leadership in higher education, education
built the foundation and obtaining career-related experience in higher education helped
the participants enter and prosper in their careers in higher education.
Relationships. Building connections and cultivating those relationships were
valuable resources to the participants. Each participant received support in the form of
relationships at some point of their journey. The relationships formed created pathways
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and opportunities over the course of their journeys and gave participants access to the
higher education ecosystem. The interactions with colleagues, mentors, and family
provided significant support in the form of networking opportunities which resulted in
obtaining new employment, returning to previous employment, and a nomination for
invitation only leadership program. Five women were offered jobs, offered promotions,
and requested to return to previous positions because of the interactions that they had
with people who knew the talents of the women and supported their efforts of
progression.
Having relationships played an important role in May’s journey to leadership. In
considering ways to prepare for leadership in higher education, May stated,
There is … value in making key relationships. Those relationships drive the
success of a lot of people. A lot of [people] are in positions of leadership…
because of the relationships that they have. So that is going to be key. But then
the other thing, I think, is understanding the politics of the organization that you
are in and really understanding organizational structure of that as well. Those
are some key things, but I’m telling you, the relationship piece is probably
number one.
Before May began working in higher education, she was a state employee. Because of
her experience at the state level, she had a understanding of the politics of being a state
employee, but because she was new to higher education she may not have been as
familiar with the organizational structure of the university.
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Relationship preservation is important and was integral in Alyson’s journey.
Alyson took a break in her career to focus on motherhood and when she decided to
return to her career, she was re-hired by her previous employer without hesitation.
When she call her previous employer for a reference, she received a job offer. Her
takeaway from her story was, “It tells a story about me and that the thing about me is
that I never burn a bridge.” Building relationships is more than just interacting with
people, but is also the creation of shared experiences with people. While working in
various environments, Alyson showcased her talents and nurtured the relationships
that had been cultivated in the workplace. As Alyson progressed in her career and
moved into higher education, she was asked to fill her former supervisors newly vacant
position. Alyson stated,
[My former supervisor] announced her retirement and they had had so much
turnover [in the office] that [leadership from the office] called me and said, you
know, would you ever consider coming back? So again, don't burn that bridge. I
mean, I blinked and I was back.
In the two instances where Alyson was invited to return to her previous positions, as
she told both stories, she emphasized the importance of keeping the bridge between the
previous employer and you in tact. For that reason, the preservation of previous
relationships was an important factor in the progression in Alyson’s career.
Relationship building also occurs through networking. Dana Jones noted the
importance of networking and making connections with people. Specifically, Dana
Jones recalls the relationship between her and a former supervisor. Her supervisor had
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a relationship with someone at Dana’s current institution and was instrumental in Dana
being hired in her current position. Dana recalls, “When I was applying for this job, she
was like, ‘Oh, I know so and so over there.’ So, without her, I don’t want to say referral,
but without her support, I probably wouldn’t have gotten this job.”
As Doc reminisced on her entry and progression in higher education, she also
explained that the relationships and connections that she made along the way were
very important in her journey. During a time after graduate school and she mentioned,
It’s all about relationships. See everything that I had at that point, I have them
because of a relationship that I had from networking. I applied for two jobs in my
life – at [my previous institution] and here, everything else happened because of
relationships.
When Doc progressed, so did the connections that she made along the way. Doc was
nominated for a leadership program and was accepted. An expectation of the program
was to enlist a mentor. She recalls this moment:
So I selected [a woman executive leader in higher education]. Well, that was the
best decision I ever made because [she] really exposed me to a whole side of the
university I had never been exposed to. Well then I decided I was going to go to
school full time, so I had to leave my position. Well, [my mentor] said, “why
don't you come work for us in [our] office as a grad assistant.” So I worked 20
hours a week as a grad assistant [in that office] while I finished my degree.
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Through relationship building, Doc was led to her current position. In continuing to
describe her journey, Doc discusses her relationship with her current boss. She
mentioned,
I just think having a boss who mentors and nurtures and she doesn’t hesitate to
tell you when you’re wrong which is good because sometimes you need that. I
want that kind of relationship with my boss whether it’s a female or a male.
Having key relationships throughout their journeys was helpful for the participants.
These key relationships were the direct contributors for progression and advancement
in leadership in higher education for some of the participants.
In addition to the professional relationships that were formed to cultivate
success, personal relationships were also important factors discussed by the
participants. Both Doc and Vivian credit their relationships with their parents for giving
them the tools needed to become executive leaders in higher education. Doc stated,
I have a strong personality and I was raised that way. I am very fortunate that I
had a mother who, even though she was a stay at home mom, she taught her
daughters to be confident women. She made sure… her boys respected their
sisters as equals. But for the women in the family, that we were important and
[that] we have a voice and she let my brothers and my father know that we have
an equal vote.
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Similarly, Vivian stated,
I think because my dad taught me… and I wouldn’t say just my dad, my mom
and my dad – because I had a really strong mother – they helped raise me in a
way where I believed I could do anything if I was willing to work hard enough.
Personal relationships as well as professional relationships provide the support needed
to gain the confidence or motivation needed to prosper. Both Doc and Vivian
mentioned having a very strong support system in their parents and credited them for
giving them the tools that they needed to be “strong” even if it was not a typical trait
that women would have. They believe that the strength instilled in them growing up
contributed to their success.
Self-efficacy. Bandura (1999) describes self-efficacy as a determinant of affect,
action, and motivation and that it contributes to the mastery of competencies,
acquisition of resources, and perceived opportunities and barriers. Specifically, their
personal successes and accomplishments were results of their actions that provided
proof of their abilities to successfully complete tasks and accomplish goals. Working
closely with other leaders and colleagues also provided the opportunity to have
experiences vicariously through others and by doing so, provided the confidence that
the tasks could be successfully completed because of the direct exposure of the task or
situation. And the internal drive and tenacity of the women in this study played a
tremendous role in acquiring and advancing in their leadership positions. As the
cognitive or personal factor of the social cognitive theory, self-efficacy was instrumental
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in the participants’ journey to executive leadership in higher education was explored in
this section.
Personal successes and accomplishments. Performance accomplishments relate to a
person’s ability to master experiences. Previous accomplishments and successes
increase a person’s self-efficacy (Bandura, 1982). Being successful and mastering
previous tasks will increase a person’s self-efficacy. Having success gave the women
confidence to continue to do more and to be confident enough to try new things. The
women also mentioned that when they set a goal and accomplish that goal, they look
for the next challenge. The women knew that they were ready to move to a higher-level
leadership position when the goals that were set were accomplished and there are not
any additional challenges to tackle. At that moment, the women developed the desire to
do more.
Doc credits her past successes for giving her the confidence to achieve higher
levels of leadership. When asked about the source of her confidence, Doc stated,
I think the successes I’ve had. [My supervisor feels] very strongly about setting
goals and you work towards achieving those goals. And when you’ve achieved
those goals, you’re rewarded for it. And I’ve been very fortunate that I’ve had a
boss who has recognized my successes and what I’ve done to help contribute to
[my boss’] successes.
In the same way that Doc’s self-efficacy was increased because of her successes, her
contributions towards her boss’ successes were also her successes.

106

Irene had a good understanding of academia and knew the importance of
education which is why she chose to move to a job with more requirements and
credentials every three years. With that as her plan, I asked how she knew she was
ready for a higher-level leadership position and she stated, “I think any job where you
accomplish the goals that you set out to accomplish when you take the job, once you’ve
done that, you know that you’re ready for another step in the organization.” That was
also what gave her the confidence to achieve higher-level leadership. She stated, “I
think it’s being successful in prior activities. You know, when you’re successful at
something and do well and it’s recognized, you want to do more and you have to
believe in something.”
May had a story similar to Irene’s because she also knew she was ready to move
into a higher-level leadership position because of her previous accomplishments. May
stated,
You get to a point where, you know, you have reached the top position in this
field. I’m the type of person where I always want to challenge myself to do more,
to do better, to go higher. I felt like I had achieved the level of success that I
wanted to in that position.
Being able to revel in their achievements provided the confidence and motivation to
want to continue to be successful. When self-efficacy is high, there is a tendency to set
higher goals (Bandura, 1989). The women in this study exhibited high self-efficacy
because of prior success and accomplishments which motivated the participants to set
higher goals.
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Vicarious experiences. Vicarious experience is another source that influences selfefficacy. A person’s self-efficacy can increase by just observing the performance of
someone who has similar a capabilities (Bandura, 1982). If a person believes that they
have similar capabilities of the person they are observing and that person is successful,
or not, self-efficacy is increased and person can have the confidence to complete the
task. Experiencing successes and failures with supervisors, mentors, and coworkers
helped two of the participants to enhance their confidence to try new jobs even though
they did not explicitly know that they were ready to move into those positions.
Alyson was asked how she knew that she was ready to move into a higher
position in higher education and her response was,
I’m not sure I did know to tell you the truth. I kind of fell into it. I had watched
[my boss] for two years… and watched [another person in the position] before
that. So, I knew a lot about what the job entailed. And I’m not sure that I knew I
was ready, but I knew that the organization needed somebody who knew the
organization.
Although Alyson did not know that she was ready to move into a higher-level position,
she had knowledge of the position, the duties involved, and the skills needed to
successfully complete the duties of the job by watching her previous supervisors do the
job and she had the confidence that she would do the job successfully.
Having a mentor also contributes to a person’s vicarious experience. Mentees
live vicariously through the experiences of their mentor to help create successful
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outcomes for themselves. Dana Jones stated that although having a mentor may not
determine how successful a person will be, it is important. She stated,
It’s great to have [a mentor] because it’s more than likely that person is or has
been where you want to go, so they can give you some advice about what things
to do and what things to avoid. I think it’s important really to network and
maybe to have more than one mentor [one that is an unofficial mentor] to get
information from and bounce things off of and … get guidance. See where
they’ve been, what they’ve done to get to where they [are] and what kinds of
things they suggest for you to move up.
For the participants, vicarious experiences gave the confidence to take on a new job and
provided antidotal guidance for future endeavors. Through vicarious experiences, the
participants were able to anticipate their success in the positions based on their
observations of what has happened in the past with others.
Internal drive and tenacity. The last source of self-efficacy, psychological feedback
and emotional states, relates to how a person feels. When stress levels are high, selfefficacy will be low. When a person’s psychological feedback and emotional state are
positive, people are more likely to expect to be successful. Five of the six participants
mentioned wanting to do more than expected throughout their leadership journeys.
Their strong work ethic and quest to expand their responsibilities were the primary
sources of the internal drive and tenacity that propelled them in their careers. Five of
the participants stated being internally motivated to want to do more than expected in
order to fulfill their personal goals. Vivian specifically credited her parents for her
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strong work ethic and her internal drive to do more. She stated, “[My parents] helped
raise me in a way where I believed I could do anything if I was willing to work hard
enough. And I was willing to work hard.”
Alyson mentioned that she was prepared for her current position because she is a
quick learner. Alyson believed that she could take on additional and new
responsibilities because she was a quick study. Alyson mentioned taking on additional
responsibilities as her way of acquiring additional skills and career-related experience.
Alyson stated, “I was always willing to, to kind of take on new things. If you get
yourself into a situation where you’re working for somebody who’s decent, they’ll
recognize that and it will end up benefiting you anyway.” Similarly, Dana Jones
believes that “doing extra… doing a little bit extra, more than what the baseline is. I
think that helps to prepare you for the next level.” Similarly, Vivian mentioned being a
quick study. For Vivian, working hard and being a quick study were internal factors
that contributed to her success. Though there were no direct statements from the other
four women about their source of their drive to do more, the tenacity and internal
motivation of the participants was a contributor to their success as they matured in
leadership. Irene began her career with a progression plan. When deciding to move to
one of her highest leadership positions, she recalls, “I knew that I was ready for [my last
position] because I had completed the goals, done some of the responsibilities and knew
that I was ready to move up.” In a similar instance, May knew that she was ready to
move into higher-level positions because she reached her goals.
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According to the participants, there was not a lack of work ethic for them. Each
participant expressed their intent to do more than what was expected and to work hard
to get to where they wanted to be professionally. Their willingness to work hard to
achieve success and their tenacity to continue to work hard kept them moving forward
in their career paths. The participants gained confidence in their abilities as they
attained the goals that they set for themselves. Their successes contributed to their high
self-efficacy and motivated them to want to do and achieve more.
Family, motherhood and work-life balance. While co-constructing each story,
four of the six women mentioned an aspect of work-life balance as an integral factor
that was considered in their journey. Of the four, two women, Alyson and May, had a
break in service to care for their children full time. While motherhood was their primary
focus, Alyson and May continued their careers through entrepreneurial endeavors.
Irene started her family before beginning her career and entering into the workforce
and Vivian started her family after being established in her career.
When Alyson was pregnant with her first child, she decided that she wanted to
focus on being a mom. She said, “I spent a year and a half at [the accounting firm] and
then I actually got pregnant and decided, ‘You know what? This isn’t for me. I want to
be a mom.’” Eventually, Alyson started her career in higher education because of the
need for a better work-life balance. After working in higher education for 13 years,
Alyson attributes her confidence as a leader to her being a mother. She stated, “I almost
think motherhood gave me my confidence… I was a very different person before I
became a mom. And I think that changes people.” Although Alyson did not return to
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her accounting position right after having her daughter, she spent her time working in
the family business for almost a year and a half. After about a year and a half, Alyson
knew that she wanted to return to the workforce, but she wanted to have a better worklife balance. She knew she wanted to work in higher education because her mother,
aunt, and grandmother worked at a university and she knew that it would offer the
work-life balance that she wanted for her family.
May was pregnant at the time that her telecommunications position was
eliminated and she decided that she wanted to be a stay at home mom. Similar to
Alyson, May did not stop working while she was a stay at home mom. She ran a
business out of her home on a full time basis for two years. May stated,
I come from a family of entrepreneurs and I’ve always had a business acumen
and with my experience running my business full time, I also did a lot of
volunteer work and at the time I was the chair of [a] business conference. I was
the person responsible for putting [the] business conference together annually
for the expo in July. [I was] engaging the business community and engaging
community leaders, actually building curriculum [and] herding volunteers. It
was phenomenal.
While volunteering, May showcased her talent over the years and accumulated a large
network of colleagues. May recalls being pursued by a colleague to apply for a vacant
position. This resulted in her re-entry to the workforce and her introduction to the
government/public sector.
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When making life-changing decisions, such as moving to Florida for a new
position, the impact on the family was contemplated. Alyson and May had to consider
their families when they moved from their home states to Florida. Both mentioned
having their husbands involved during the interview process. Alyson recalls telling her
husband about the job interview in Florida and he asked if she was going to go and she
responded, “Not without you. I’m not going without you. You need to see the place. We
need to see if it’s somewhere you can live.” Alyson was offered the job and when she
told her husband, he was very supportive of the move. She mentioned, “My husband
and I are very, very close and we have a great relationship. So it was really important
that he was on board.”
Similarly, May had a conversation with her husband about the possibility of
moving to Florida, but when she was offered the position, she had to talk it through
with her husband. She stated, “My husband and I decided to have a serious
conversation about his position and if he could get relocated [to Florida] and things just
worked out. And we’re here.”
Irene’s situation was similar because she dedicated time to care for her family
and support her husband while he finished school and started his career, but she did
not have a break in her career because she had not started her career yet. Irene decided
to begin her career after her husband had completed his education and obtained a
faculty position. It was not until her husband’s career was set that she pursued her
educational and professional careers.
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Vivian was on the opposite end of the spectrum and began parenthood after
working in higher education for over 20 years. Vivian is a mother of a two and half year
old at the age of 55. At one point, Vivian contemplated becoming a president of a
university, but now that she is a mother, that is no longer an aspiration. The schedule of
a president would not be conducive for her lifestyle as a mother of a young child.
Vivian’s response to presidential aspirations were, “My personal life is very important
to me. My family life is really important to me and I think it's really important to have
balance.”
Five of the participants have children and those five women mentioned family,
motherhood, and work-life balance as motivations for their success. None of the
participants aspire to become a president of an institution of higher education. Many of
the participants work closely with the president of the respective institution and two
specifically mentioned that they do not want to pursue a presidency because of the lack
of balance with a high-intensity job as that.
Of the six participants, Alyson credits motherhood with giving her the
confidence that she has. She affirmed, “My biggest success is being a mom, for sure.
That’s just who I am and that’s who I always want to be.” Being a mom was always part
of her life progression and in this instance, it gave her additional life skills that
translated into her professional life.
Gender disparities, stereotypes, and bias. There is a noticeable gender disparity
in leadership and this section explores gender disparity from the perspective of the
participants. Each participant reported experiencing some difficulties because of their
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gender. The experiences that were described varied in range. One participant could not
identify any moments of discrimination or bias because of her gender, while other
participants could pinpoint specific instances of feeling uncomfortable or disrespected
by a male colleague. For instance, Alyson recalls,
I’m frequently the only woman in the room and that can be uncomfortable.
While I’m certainly a female, I have a lot of interests that are similar to men. I
follow the NFL, I have a bracket in the NCAA (no money on it of course), I’m in
a fantasy football league… I think that you just find common ground that is not
about your sexuality. You find other ways to connect. There have been times
where it’s been uncomfortable [and times when] it’s not so uncomfortable, but
it’s a thing. It’s definitely a thing.
Alyson’s antidote for overcoming the feeling of being uncomfortable was to find similar
interests and commonalities that would level the playing field. Being in a leadership
position means that you may have to encounter difficult and uncomfortable situations
and leaders have to use diplomacy to diffuse the situation and move forward.
Alyson and May recount instances where they have been the only woman in a
room of men. Even though it was an uncomfortable situation, they still handled
business as needed. May remembers,
So [experiencing difficulty because of being a woman in leadership] happens all
the time and especially in this industry. A lot of key procurement decisions of an
organization are made by, and I will be transparent, white males and in a lot of
meetings that I go to, I may be the only women, but not just the only woman, the
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only African-American women or person of color in the room. That’s where you
have to make sure that you’re confident that you do your homework and that
you come to the meeting prepared. That’s one thing that you can’t take away
from me. I don’t go to meetings unprepared.
To take it a step further, May recalls,
One person told me, and it happened to be a white male, “I love working with
you. You are always so prepared and so detail oriented.” And I took it as a
compliment, but I’m just like, “Well what did you think? Was your perception
that I wouldn’t be because I happen to be who I am? I haven’t heard you say that
to the other males in the room.” I’m detail oriented and I’m prepared every time
– more than a lot [the people] around the room.
Although there were difficulties, May overcame those difficulties by being prepared.
Although being prepared may not completely eliminate gender discrimination, it does
help to create credibility externally and confidence internally. However, no matter how
much a person prepares, there could be situations where preparing may not be enough.
To counteract the blatant and implied gender bias and disrespect, she and her team are
always prepared and knowledgeable of the tasks that are given to the team. She noted,
You can’t shrink back in intimidation. If [people] feel like you have any kind of
weak spot, then in some cases, some people will try to take advantage of that.
And as women, we have to make sure that we’re prepared, that we know our
stuff and that when we walk in that room, that we have the confidence and know
that we have the ability to handle whatever the situation is. That’s the way that I
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walk in a room; I don’t care who’s in there. I’m not intimidated because I’m
prepared.
May was confident in her abilities and being prepared boosted her confidence more.
Higher education is an environment that is mostly predominately male. For Doc, she
has had intimate dealings with male-dominance in leadership positions and where
women have not been taken seriously. She specifically noted that even when women
are direct, it can be seen as negative even though it may be considered a strong quality
for men.
On the opposite spectrum, Dana Jones stated that she did not recall experiencing
any difficulties because she was a woman. She acknowledged that there is chauvinism
present, but noted that it did not hinder her progression.
Summary
This chapter presented the results of the narrative analysis in the form of the
reconstructed stories of the participants. The data collected presented the narratives of
each participant in alignment with the purpose of the study, the conceptual framework,
and the research question. In chapter five, I will summarize the major findings of this
study, compare the emergent findings with the extant literature, provide implications
for practice and policy, and offer recommendations for further research.
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Chapter Five:
Discussion
This chapter presents an overview of the study as well as discussion of the
importance of the findings for current and future research. The sections of this chapter
include the interpretation and discussion of the findings, implications of the study,
recommendations for future research, and conclusion of the dissertation.
Study Overview
Noticeably, there are more men than women in leadership positions in both the
private and public sectors (American Association of University Women, 2016). The
gender disparity is not due to the lack of women who are qualified to hold leadership
positions. Over the years, women have earned degrees at a higher rate than men (The
Chronicle of Higher Education, 2019d). Although the number of women in leadership
positions is on the rise, women are still underrepresented in leadership positions
(American Association of University Women, 2016; Evans, 2014; Sabharwal, 2015). Only
about 38% of the new chief executives in colleges for academic year 2018-19 in the
United States were women and on the 2018 list of highest paid chief executives at public
colleges, only two of the top 20 were women (The Chronicle of Higher Education,
2019a, 2019b).
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Even with the prevalence of gender disparities in leadership, there are women
who have successfully attained leadership positions in higher education and the
number of women in leadership positions is increasing (American Association of
University Women, 2016). Nearly 55% of managers at four-year, public institutions in
the United States in 2017-18 were women (The Chronicle of Higher Education, 2019c).
The purpose of this study was to explore the journeys of women in executive
leadership positions in finance, operations, and administration at four-year, public
colleges or universities using life story interviews to reconstruct experiences of their
advancement to executive leadership positions. The research question I used to explore
the journeys of women executive leaders in higher education was: How do women
describe their experiences of securing, transitioning into, and advancing within
executive leadership positions in finance, operations, and administration in higher
education? Using qualitative research methods, data was collected from six participants
using document and content analysis, demographic questionnaire, observations, life
story interviews, and reflection and reflexive journaling.
Summary of Key Findings
The analysis of the participant data uncovered findings that are internal and
external influences for the participants. The findings of this study were topics related to
the following themes: 1) career-related experiences, 2) education, 3) relationships, 4)
family and motherhood, 5) gender disparities, and 6) self-efficacy. The findings of the
study highlighted how the participant’s interest in careers in higher education emerged
at different phases of their lives and were influenced by a variety of catalysts. The
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findings also showed the kinds of preparation participants undertook to assume
leadership roles in higher education and how various strategies were used to sustain or
advance in leadership positions. Work-life balance emerged as a critical element for the
participants in the study. The participants recognized the magnitude of having worklife balance early in their careers. Lastly, participants discussed how they traversed as
they encountered gender bias, discrimination, and inequity in their careers.
Discussion
As women are becoming more visible in leadership positions, there is a need to
pinpoint barriers and facilitators for women to prepare and succeed in leadership in
general and specifically, in executive leadership positions in higher education. The
available literature discusses leadership in higher education from the perspective of
faculty members and student affairs professionals, but a gap in the literature uncovers a
need for research that is specific to women leaders in FOA positions in higher
education. The discussion section reviews this study in relation to the data collected and
the available literature on women who hold executive leadership positions in higher
education.
Preparing, Sustaining, and Advancing in Leadership in Higher Education.
Career-related experience, education, relationships, and self-efficacy were the common
elements that helped the participants prepare, sustain, and advance in executive
leadership positions in higher education. Education and career-related experience were
invaluable assets for the women in this study. The principle of continuity explains the
connection between experience and learning. What is learned in the present can be
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connected to previous experiences as well as applied in the future (Merriam & Bierema,
2013). Education was mentioned as the foundation of their preparation to leadership
and was coupled with career-related experiences. The education and experience tandem
provided credibility in the field while also helping participants get better at their trade.
Similar to the participants in Long’s (2008) study, the women in this study persevered
by acquiring additional education and seeking relevant work-related experiences that
would position them for higher-level leadership positions.
Emphasis was placed on working in various positions, having multiple years of
work experience, and expanding their responsibilities in higher education as ways to
seize opportunities in higher education. Gaining additional skills and knowledge of
higher education created specialized skill sets that can only be developed by acquiring
this experience in higher education. Carter (2016) found that attaining experience in
academia is difficult, but it is an important skill for business officers in higher
education. Career-related experiences in higher education were important aspects of
participants’ journeys and were amassed through volunteering, participating in
committees, networking, pursuing professional development opportunities, and having
a mentor. For the women who do not begin their careers in higher education, skills,
experiences, and knowledge was acquired from previous careers which provided them
with transferable tools that supported their success in higher education (Woollen, 2016).
Such experience gives women access to the higher education ecosystem which will
garner the opportunity to increase their skills that can be practiced in their careers in
higher education.
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Interestingly, two of the participants discussed members of their staff that have
the ability, skill, and knowledge to progress into leadership positions in higher
education, but have not completed the educational requirements to be considered for
leadership positions. To qualify for a leadership position in higher education, a
baccalaureate degree is a minimum requirement. Instead of experience and previous
success in higher education being a predictor of future success in higher education, a
common minimum qualification for leadership positions in higher education favors
education over relevant career-related experience. While understandable that education
is the emphasis for leadership positions in higher education, individuals with essential
and preferred work experience in higher education and are highly capable are not
recognized as qualified candidates for leadership positions solely because of their lack
of a bachelor’s degree.
Education and continued learning are ways that the participants increased their
knowledge in general and in specialized areas. There is value in having adequate
education when working in higher education and the participants who knew they
wanted a career in higher education made sure that they attained the highest
credentials possible as they pursued careers in the field of higher education. Although
two participants did not have doctorate degrees, they pursued credentials that were
significant to the field that they practiced prior to higher education. From the
perspective of higher education, their degrees may not be typical, but their degrees and
credentials are beneficial in disciplines in FOA. Prior to their careers, obtaining the
proper education was a goal set and accomplished by all of the participants.
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Once in their careers, lifelong learning the form of professional development and
leadership development became the primary approach to fine-tune their vocations. Just
as education is an important component for a career in higher education, accordingly,
continuous learning and lifelong learning is important for professional growth. As the
participants progressed in leadership, their participation in lifelong and continuous
learning became as important as having educational credentials prior to entering into
leadership positions. With the environment evolving, leaders must be flexible and
adapt to the ever-changing culture of higher education which encourages the
continuation of leadership development and learning beyond the attainment of
leadership positions (Amey, 2005; Conlan, Grabowski, & Smith, 2003; King, 2004). For
the participants, continuous learning included learning from within the institution as
well as professional development outside of the institution. The participants took
advantage of opportunities within their institutions by taking on additional
responsibilities, participating in committees, and listening and learning from colleagues.
With their increased presence in various aspects of higher education, the participants
were able to gain additional skills that prepared them for new tasks and additional
responsibilities. Leadership programs increase a person’s knowledge and skills to
contribute to their preparation and advancement in leadership. Additionally,
professional development included joining and participating in professional
organizations. Joining and participating in professional organizations presented
opportunities to learn from others through networking and mentorships. Participation
in professional organizations allowed the participants to interact with others in their
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field and to engage in focused or specialized trainings and workshops that are relevant
for their professional development and growth.
Building and maintaining relationships when entering and progressing within
higher education are important for women in higher education. Through networking,
women are able to make connections with people and translate that into career
opportunities. Quality mentorship, whether formal or informal, has been shown to be a
necessary component for success (Carter, 2016; Cosimini, 2011). Though there may be
difficulty in finding women mentors due to the saturation of men in leadership
positions, mentors should be sought, nonetheless, so that women are not navigating the
process alone (Ibarra et al., 2013; Klettner et al., 2016; O’Neil et al., 2015; Sugiyama et al.,
2016).
DeZure, Shaw, and Rojewski (2014) believe that leadership development should
be the responsibility of a leader and a part of the succession planning process. As
mentioned above, one of the priorities of the leadership program was to have a mentor
while in the program. Women who aspire to be leaders can conceptualize success
through role models who have been successful (American Association of University
Women, 2016; Ibarra et al., 2013). Mentoring relationships create a system of support
between mentors and mentees and can encourage professional development and
growth (American Association of University Women, 2016; Grant & Ghee, 2015; Pyke,
2013). Mentorship provides a platform for mentees to learn from the experiences of
their mentors (Bonaparte, 2016; Bruner, 1991; Pyke, 2013; Turner et al., 2013). Mentees
understand and modify their behaviors to mimic the behaviors that were successful for
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their mentors (Sahoo & Lenka, 2016). In turn, this could provide a pathway to prime
future leaders for leadership positions and provide opportunities for aspiring leaders to
become part of the succession planning for aging leaders.
Family and Work-life Balance. The participants of this study pinpointed family
and work-life balance as important factors for their decision-making process. Generally
speaking, balancing work and life can be challenging when you are a person in a
leadership position and the degree of difficulty increases when children and family are
included. All of the women of the study had significant others and five of the six
participants had children. The work-life balance cycle can be thought to begin with the
desire to be a mother or start a family, which then could transition into delaying entry
into or taking a break from the workforce (Long, 2008; Parker, 2015). It could be
considered that women who do not leave or women who return to the workforce aspire
to balance their work and family lives in a way that allows for adequate time spent with
their families and time spent working.
Many women believe that they have to choose between their careers and their
family. In the past, a person’s desire to start a family and/or to have time dedicated to
their family were not typical concerns of organizations because more often that not,
women would opt out of work to be the caregiver (Maki, 2015; Woollen, 2016). In
instances when that decision has to be made, the woman’s career is usually cut or
reduced because of guilt for spending the time at work that can be spent with the family
or to support their spouse in their professional career (American Association of
University Women, 2016; Byerly, 2014; Parker, 2015). Women postponing their careers
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for their spouse is important because there tends to be an expectation that the male’s
advancement is prioritized over the woman’s (Parker, 2015). One of the participants
delayed her educational and professional career so that she could support her husband
as he completed his education and obtained employment. Exactly how the decision was
made for the participant of this study to postpone her career was not explored more,
but Parker’s (2015) study uncovered that there is a tendency for women to prioritize
their spouses careers and academic advancement over there own. With her postponing
her career, she was indirectly part of her husband’s educational and professional
process. And as a result, she understood the academic setting well and was aware of the
requirements necessary for pursuing a career in higher education and had a plan of
action when she began her educational and professional journeys.
Two women took a break in their careers to be home with their families. One
participant took a break to focus on being a mother because motherhood had always
been an aspiration. For the other participant, when her company disbanded, she
decided to be a stay at home mom. There was a third participant who postponed her
education and career so that her husband could complete his degree and begin his
career. Several studies have shown that women take a break or curtail their careers so
that they do not feel guilty for choosing work over their family and delay returning or
entering into the workforce (Byerly, 2014; Long, 2008; Parker, 2015). Contrary to the
studies conducted by Byerly (2014), Calizo (2011), and Sabharwal (2015), the
participants in this study who took a break, “off-ramped,” or delayed their careers to
care for their families did not have any difficulty returning to or entering into the
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workforce. Women who make the decision to pause their careers tend to return to the
workforce within a two year timeframe of making the decision and may find it difficult
to return (Byerly, 2014). It has also been noted that instead of postponing their careers,
women negotiate work terms that will be flexible enough to meet their family needs
(Maki, 2015). Interestingly, the women who took a break from their corporate, private
sector jobs continued to gain additional skills and experience by working in the family
business, starting their own business, and volunteering for various organizations while
caring for their families. Though they were no longer working in the corporate sector,
they continued to harness their skills and abilities while on their break from their
traditional careers.
The three women who postponed or “off-ramped” their careers did this as part
of their professional journeys to leadership. The women did not consider the break from
their careers as a burden or hindrance on their professional careers. Though literature
depicts this type of time off as a barrier to the success of women’s careers, it was more
of a promoter or facilitator of success for the women in this study (American
Association of University Women, 2016; Byerly, 2014; Maki, 2015; Parker, 2015;
Woollen, 2016). Women who take time off from their careers were viewed as being less
committed to growth than men. To the contrary, although the women in the study were
not working in their career fields while taking time off, they cultivated their skills and
acquired knowledge during their time off by volunteering, working for the family
business, and starting their own business. By continuously enhancing their skills and
knowledge during their time off, there was a seamless transition back to the workforce.
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Recognizing Stereotypes, Bias, and Discrimination, and Gender Disparities.
More often than not, men are at the helm of most organizations and visibly, gender
disparities are prominent. Because of this, women who are able to rise to leadership
positions are often confronted with defending themselves against stereotypes and
biases associated with being a woman. With the apparent gender disparities in
leadership, there is an abundance of literature that explores the stereotypes, biases, and
inequalities that are present with women in leadership (American Association of
University Women, 2016; Chin, 2011; Martin, 2015; Middlehurst, 1989; Sánchez-Moreno
et al., 2015). However, there is limited data that specifically discusses gender disparities
in higher education with women who are in FOA positions in higher education.
The participants in this study acknowledged the gender disparity in leadership
and discussed experiencing gender stereotypes, bias, and discrimination which is
aligned with existing literature on women in leadership. Women have a higher chance
of experiencing gender discrimination because of the underrepresentation or
nonexistent representation of women in leadership positions (Adams, 2016; American
Association of University Women, 2016; Sahoo & Lenka, 2016). Perceptions, stereotypes,
gender bias, and discrimination contribute to the existence of the gender disparities that
are prevalent in executive leadership in higher education. In fact, most leadership
positions are held by men which perpetuates the negative stereotypes and biases that
women are inadequate to be successful leaders (Adams, 2016; American Association of
University Women, 2016; Eagly & Carli, 2003). If women are nurturing, they are
considered too feminine yet, if women are too direct and open, they are considered too
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assertive or bossy (Eagly & Carli, 2003; Heilman, 2012; Sahoo & Lenka, 2016). These
attitudes and perceptions resulted in gender imbalances in leadership positions due to
preconceived notions that are based on stereotypes and biases centered on gender. For
example, the participants were often the only woman in the room for meetings, felt that
they are not taken seriously, experienced chauvinism, and were talked to in a
condescending way. To debunk the stereotypes of women not being as qualified or as
competent as men, women tend to work harder than men (Eagly & Carli, 2003). The
women in this study attested to have worked harder and to have done more, but this
was not necessarily to be better than their male colleagues, but to be as successful as
they could be for themselves. The participants’ internal drive motivated them to be
successful and their success and achievements were not gender based or gender
motivated.
Gender discrimination, stereotypes, and biases are apparent in leadership and
for this reason, the participants of this study identified ways to persist through the
negativity. Though gender discrimination has the propensity to hinder the growth of
women, the opposite occurred with the participants (Sahoo & Lenka, 2016). The
participants were not intimidated by this and were able to navigate overt gender
discrimination and bias by ensuring that they were prepared for meetings or encounters
with colleagues, being direct and speaking openly when communicating with
colleagues, finding commonalities with male colleagues to level the playing field, and
by participating in networking opportunities especially when there is an
underrepresentation of women in leadership positions.
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Social Cognitive Theory and Self-Efficacy. Social cognitive theory was used as
the framework to identify the environmental or external, personal or internal, and
behavioral components of the participant’s journey to executive leadership in higher
education. The environmental components that were identified in the findings were
career-related experiences, education, relationships, family/motherhood, and gender
disparities. The internal factor of self-efficacy was also a very notable component. The
environmental factors are components that are out of human control. These are
elements that are present regardless of personal or behavioral factors, but are
interrelated with personal and behavioral factors. The decisions made by the
participants were influenced by and in support of the environmental and personal
factors that contributed to their journeys. Social cognitive theory was used to explore
and expose gender-focused elements in relation to the participants’ journeys to
leadership in higher education. Because the framework examined the perspectives of
women who navigated the path of leadership, their journeys may not resonate with
male leaders, but could provide insight to women with aspirations of becoming or who
are currently leaders in higher education from the perspective of environmental,
personal, and behavioral factors.
The participants in this study described themselves as women who have
extremely high self-efficacy levels. They demonstrated strong internal drive, confidence,
and tenacity in their journeys to executive leadership in higher education. The women
in the study did not let gender interfere with other people’s perception of their ability
and quality of work. In a male dominated field, there can be a perception that women
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are not as knowledgeable as men depending on the subject matter (Eagly & Carli, 2003).
The participants of this study made sure that they earned a seat at the executive
leadership table because of their talent and knowledge. Being prepared, having an
internal drive to be successful, and having previous success boosted their confidence
and self-efficacy. The participants’ high self-efficacy was their contribution to the
executive leadership ecosystem. Each of the women shared a story that exemplified
their resilience and tenacity during tough times, their strong internal drive to want to be
successful, their progression to be successful because of prior success, and the success
that they obtained through vicarious experiences by a mentor or colleague. Doing more
and being prepared gave the participants more confidence in their abilities and
contributed to their heightened self-efficacy. Although the motivation to be successful
was not their gender, the participants in this study proved that women can achieve the
same leadership status as men and can achieve success while caring for their family.
Implications
The findings of this study have implications for the field of leadership in higher
education, for women that aspire to be in executive leadership positions in higher
education, and for organizations that would like to provide opportunities and
pathways for women leaders. While the findings added to the existing literature on
leadership in higher education, it also has implication for emerging literature on
women in executive leadership positions in FOA in higher education. Having an
understanding of how women progressed through the ranks to become executive
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leaders provides insight for what women can do to prepare themselves, progress
through, and overcome adversity as a woman leader in higher education.
Preparation for leadership positions is an important aspect of the leadership
process. Though the women of this study noted being prepared for their leadership
positions, some of the women unknowingly prepared themselves for their executive
leadership position and some actively sought out ways to be positioned for higher-level
duties or jobs. The women in this study indicated that being educationally prepared
and having experience were the foundational tools for their preparation for their
executive leadership positions. They prepared by first acquiring education and by
continuing to enhance their knowledge and skills by continuing their education and
being involved in various opportunities that would expand their responsibilities.
Career-related experiences such as networking, committee work, volunteering, and
working with a mentor were ways that the women of this study prepared for leadership
positions in FOA in higher education. Thus, the creation of leadership preparation and
development opportunities for executive leaders in higher education would provide the
foundation and a pipeline for aspiring leaders to gain relevant career-related
experience. Without direct pipelines, guidance, or education about executive leadership
positions, there is a chance that executive leadership positions will not be as visible to
women candidates that are qualified for these positions. There is also opportunity for
women candidates who may not be considered eligible educationally, but have
obtained enough career-relate experience that deem them highly qualified for
leadership in higher education. The participants touted about the benefits of their
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experiences in higher education as they progressed in higher education thus there is a
need to groom aspiring leaders to succeed current executive leaders before the position
becomes vacant. An apprenticeship for executive leaders would provide the education
and training needed to educate aspiring and new leaders on the process and unspoken
rules of leadership as well as prepare them for high level positions in higher education.
Second, after women enter into leadership positions, sustaining and progressing
in their positions are important. For women in leadership positions, it is important to
maintain and enhance knowledge and skills for personal growth. Additional ways the
participants of this study enhanced their knowledge was by attending professional
conferences, taking on informal leadership roles on committees, attending networking
events, and reading professional journals. Professional development activities gave the
women the opportunity to be exposed to new and developing innovations to advance
their knowledge and skills to prepare them for advancement opportunities in their
field. These skills are added to the leadership toolkit and can be used to mentor aspiring
leaders or to inspire women to want to become executive leaders in higher education.
The topics of continuous and lifelong learning are prevalent in higher education in
general, but the findings of this study have implications for approaches of continued
education that encourage mentorship and succession planning. Additionally,
networking, volunteering, and participating in professional organizations not only
provided opportunities to enhance skills and knowledge, but also are ideal
environments to build and maintain relationships with people in areas of interest which
were integral components of advancement and success for the women in this study.
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Third, the findings of this study have implications for women leaders in a maledominated field. Women in leadership positions need to be aware of the possibility of
intentional and unintentional discrimination, stereotypes, and biases and be prepared
for those particular situations in the workplace. The women in this study experienced
chauvinism and were dismissed or belittled by male colleagues, but those were not
deterrents of success for any of them. Though gender was the focus, race was also
discussed as a component of discrimination or bias as a leader. This implies that there
are multiple identities that define women and all identities play a role in their success.
Lastly, there were three women in the study who either off-ramped or delayed
starting their career for their families. Many studies often portray this as a restraint for
progression and promotion in a woman’s career or that women are not as ambitious as
men (Byerly, 2014; Long, 2008). On the contrary, this study implies that the women who
off-ramped their careers were not at a disadvantage. Although not in a typical office
setting, the women in this study gained valuable knowledge and skills that were
transferrable to their careers when they entered into or returned to the workforce. The
myth that women lose valuable work skills while on break is not the only outcome of
the perceived break. Volunteering and participating in social events provide
networking opportunities and provide chances to showcase their work related expertise
in an informal setting. Instead of losing skills and knowledge by off-ramping their
careers, women in this study continued to use their work-related skills while caring for
their families which positioned them to be just as qualified as male colleagues when
they returned to the workforce.
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Recommendation for Future Research
There are various avenues still unexplored in terms of women in leadership,
women in leadership in higher education, and women in leadership in higher education
in FOA positions. To reiterate Calizo (2011) and Kezar et al. (2006), more research is
needed on the leadership process and organizational systems in higher education.
Many women are subjected to navigate the process and system alone because of the
lack of women role models or lack of invitation or entry into the informal leadership
fraternity.
For critical positions that support the president, more information is needed to
identify professional development options and opportunities for executive leadership in
higher education. Research is needed on specific ways that women in executive
leadership positions in higher education have obtained professional development and
which professional organizations the women in executive leadership positions in higher
education utilized during their journeys to and while in these positions.
With this study delimiting the participants to women, future studies could
compare the journeys of both men and women in executive leadership in higher
education. Although there are barriers and facilitators that may seem obvious based on
gender, conducting a study that directly compares the journeys of women and men
with similar responsibilities could generate additional data and literature on the topic of
gender and leadership. By researching men and women together, gender disparities
and imbalances that may not be apparent when looking at one group in isolation could
be illuminated when researching leadership journeys of both genders.
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Two of the participants in this study were African-American and one mentioned
being the only person of color in the room and the other indirectly mentioned having
feelings of experiencing discrimination or bias based on her race rather than her gender.
The participants’ feelings about to race as it related to their journeys to executive
leadership was not probed during the data collection process but gendered racism
could have added to their challenges of entering, advancing, and sustaining in
leadership. This study did not fully unpack additional identities that could be
contributing factors to barriers or advancement in leadership, but exploring the
multiple social identities of women could provide insight on the intersection of gender
and race in leadership (Morris, 2016). Future research should explore the
intersectionality of gender, race, and leadership as it pertains to constraints and
opportunities in assuming leadership positions in higher education.
The women of the study did not specifically identify any organizational issues
that contributed to the perpetuation of the negative stereotypes and biases, but there
could be systematic disturbances and disruptions that not only negatively impact
women in leadership positions, but can also impact women who aspire to be in
leadership positions. Considering that there are instances where women do not receive
support from their organizations or organizations are not actively engaging in
resolutions that would prevent discrimination towards women, additional research
should be done to investigate this topic in more detail (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016).
Lastly, the fields of FOA in higher education need more exploration. There are
studies that focus on financial and business officers and studies that focus on presidents
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of universities, but there are limited resources that explore the areas of FOA in detail
(Carter, 2016; Cosimini, 2011; Long, 2008). FOA is an important aspect of an intuition’s
wellness and is necessary for the business operations to be successful, however, there is
limited research in this area.
Conclusion
Women earn degrees at a faster rate than men and based on the number of
women that have conferred degrees, there are more women than men who are
educationally qualified to hold leadership positions. Though this is true, the
representation of women in leadership positions is desolate. This study focused on how
the women who are represented in executive leadership positions journeyed to their
positions instead of why women are underrepresented in leadership in higher
education. The women in this study did not travel the same path to get to their
executive leadership positions, but they all persevered and worked hard to be
successful. For the women in this study, being successful meant satisfying their
personal desires of progression and achievement.
Historically, women have been known to be the caregivers and nurturers of their
families, but those are not necessarily the dynamics of households today. Women are
not abandoning their roles as caretakers of their families, but they have evolved into
individuals who take care of their families while holding executive leadership positions.
The women in this study all have spouses and families that they care for as well as
make major decisions on behalf of their university. To these women, having work-life
balance is as important as having the knowledge and skills needed for their careers.
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The pathway to executive leadership is not a clearly defined or clearly paved
road, but there will be women who aspire to travel down that path. This study provides
empirical data from women who have journeyed to executive leadership positions in
FOA in higher education in hopes that it could help aspiring leaders as they begin their
journeys to leadership.
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Appendix A: Invitation Letter

Potential Participant Name
Title
Institution Address Line 1
City Name, FL ZIP
Dear Dr./Ms. __________,
I am conducting a research study on women’s journey to executive leadership positions
in higher education. The study is titled, “Pathways to Leadership: A Narrative Inquiry
Study of Women in Higher Education” (USF IRB Pro 00034422). This study includes
only women holding the positions in higher education such as Vice President and Chief
Officer acting on behalf of the institution or Director or higher working on behalf of a
professional degree program. Your experiences reflect an invaluable resource for
increasing the representation of women in higher education leadership. The findings of
this research will provide guidance for women seeking higher education leadership
positions and may provide information on women’s leadership in general.
I am interested in learning about your journey to executive leadership in higher
education and would like to ask for your participation in this study.
Your involvement will be confidential, and your responses will be anonymous. Your
participation will involve the completion of an online questionnaire (approximately 1530 minutes), participation in an initial face-to-face interview (approximately 60-90
minutes) and a follow up interview, if needed (up to 60 minutes), at times and locations
of your choosing (including an option to conduct the second interview via video
conferencing), and a review of narrative information for accuracy. The total amount of
time requested will be two to three hours total over a 2 month time period.
If you are willing to participate, please respond by email to klove@health.usf.edu or
phone call at (813) 974-4796.
Thank you in advance for your time and consideration.
Sincerely,
Kymia Love Jackson, MBA, MS
University of South Florida
College of Education
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Document for Demographic Questionnaire

Informed Consent to Participate in Research
Information to Consider Before Taking Part in this Research Study
Pro # 00034422
Researchers at the University of South Florida (USF) study many topics. To do this, we
need the help of people who agree to take part in a research study. This form tells you
about this research study. We are asking you to take part in a research study that is
called: Pathways to Leadership: A Narrative Inquiry Study of Women in Higher
Education. The person who is in charge of this research study is Kymia Love Jackson.
This person is called the Principal Investigator.
Purpose of the Study
This study focuses on the journeys of women in executive leadership positions at fouryear, public colleges or universities using life story interviews to reconstruct
experiences of their advancement to executive leadership positions. This study will
contribute to the existing research by using the stories of women executive leaders to
better understand their journeys and transferable practices that may support other
women in attaining these positions.
Why are you being asked to take part?
We are asking you to take part in this research study because you are a women
executive leader in higher education at 4 year, public institution that currently performs
or within the last three years have performed functions related to finance, operations,
and/or administration (FOA) at the university level or in a professional degree
program within the Florida State University System (FL SUS).
Study Procedures
If you take part in this study, you will be asked to complete a survey online using
Qualtrics, an online survey tool. The information collected on the survey will have your
name and you will also be asked to create a pseudonym that will be used in place of
your name for the remainder of the study. The link to the online survey is at the end of
this form.
The intention of the demographic questionnaire is to gather background information
such as age, educational background, and employment history prior to the face-to-face
interview sessions. The demographic questionnaire will provide relevant background
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information prior to the interview to minimize the amount of time used to discuss
background information during the interview. It is expected that it will take 15-30
minutes to complete the demographic questionnaire.
Alternatives / Voluntary Participation / Withdrawal
You have the alternative to choose not to participate in this research study.
You should only take part in this study if you want to volunteer; you are free to
participate in this research or withdraw at any time. There will be no penalty or loss of
benefits you are entitled to receive if you stop taking part in this study. [There will be
no penalty or loss of benefits you are entitled to receive if you stop taking part in this
study. Your decision to participate or not to participate will not affect your job status,
employment record, employee evaluations, or advancement opportunities.
Benefits and Risks
We are unsure if you will receive any benefits by taking part in this research study.
This research is considered to be minimal risk.
Compensation
We will not pay you for the time you volunteer while being in this study.
Privacy and Confidentiality
We will do our best to keep your records private and confidential. We cannot
guarantee absolute confidentiality. Your personal information may be disclosed if
required by law. It is possible, although unlikely, that unauthorized individuals could
gain access to your responses because you are responding online.
Certain people may need to see your study records. The only people who will be
allowed to see these records are: the Principal Investigator, the advising professor, the
research team, and the University of South Florida Institutional Review Board (IRB).
•

It is possible, although unlikely, that unauthorized individuals could gain access
to your responses. Confidentiality will be maintained to the degree permitted by
the technology used. No guarantees can be made regarding the interception of
data sent via the Internet. However, your participation in this online survey
involves risks similar to a person’s everyday use of the Internet. If you complete
and submit an anonymous survey and later request your data be withdrawn, this
may or may not be possible as the researcher may be unable to extract
anonymous data from the database.

We may publish what we learn from this study. If we do, we will not include your
name. We will not publish anything that would let people know who you are.
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Contact Information
If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant, please contact the
USF IRB at (813) 974-5638 or contact by email at RSCH-IRB@usf.edu. If you have
questions regarding the research, please contact the Principal Investigator at
klove@health.usf.edu or (813) 974-4796.
We may publish what we learn from this study. If we do, we will not let anyone know
your name. We will not publish anything else that would let people know who you are.
You can print a copy of this consent form for your records.
I freely give my consent to take part in this study. I understand that by proceeding with
this survey that I am agreeing to take part in research and I am 18 years of age or older.
https://usf.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_enSTX5dLjXb9w3P
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Appendix C: Demographic Questionnaire

Name
Pseudonym
University
Pseudonym
1 Current Title
2

Age
2 Race
*multiple
options
can be selected

Asian/Pacific Islander

3 Marital Status

Single, never married
Married/Domestic
Partnership
Divorced
Widowed
Separated
Prefer not to respond

African-American/Black
Caucasian/White
Hispanic/Latino
American Indian
Other ________________
Prefer not to respond

4 Do you have children?
No
Yes
Gender/Age(s) of Child(ren)
5 Do you have siblings?

If so:

No
Yes
How many?
Where are you in the hierarchy?
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6 Degrees

Discipline
Bachelors
Masters
Doctorate

7 What was the length of time between your bachelors degree and graduate degree(s)?
8

Were you a full time or part time student during graduate school?

9 Did you work while in graduate school?
10 How long have you been in your current position?
11 How long have you been in an administrative position in higher education?

161

Appendix D: Informed Consent Document for Interviews

Informed Consent to Participate in Research Involving Minimal Risk
Pro # 00034422
You are being asked to take part in a research study. Research studies include only
people who choose to take part. This document is called an informed consent form.
Please read this information carefully and take your time making your decision. Ask the
researcher or study staff to discuss this consent form with you, please ask him/her to
explain any words or information you do not clearly understand. The nature of the
study, risks, inconveniences, discomforts, and other important information about the
study are listed below.
We are asking you to take part in a research study called: Pathways to Leadership: A
Narrative Inquiry Study of Women in Higher Education. The person who is in charge
of this research study is Kymia Love Jackson. This person is called the Principal
Investigator. However, other research staff may be involved and can act on behalf of the
person in charge. She is being guided in this research by Tonisha Lane. The research
will be conducted at or near universities in the Florida State University Systems (FL
SUS).
Purpose of the study
This study focuses on the journeys of women in executive leadership positions at fouryear, public colleges or universities using life story interviews to reconstruct
experiences of their advancement to executive leadership positions. This study will
contribute to the existing research by using the stories of women executive leaders to
better understand their journeys and transferable practices that may support other
women in attaining these positions.
Why are you being asked to take part?
We are asking you to take part in this research study because you are a women
executive leader in higher education at 4 year, public institution that currently performs
or within the last three years have performed functions related to finance, operations,
and/or administration (FOA) at the university level or in a professional degree
program within the Florida State University System (FL SUS).
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Study Procedures:
If you take part in this study, you will be asked to:
Complete a demographic questionnaire, participate in up to two interviews, and use a
reflective journal.
Interviews will be scheduled at a time and location that is chosen by you. The first
interview is expected to last 60 to 90 minutes and subsequent interviews will be
scheduled as needed and the second interview will be no longer than 60 minutes in
duration. The interviews will be semi-structured where questions will be used as a
guide and you, the participant, will determine the flow of the follow-up questions. It is
anticipated that there will be two face-to-face or virtual meeting interviews.
With your permission, the interviews will be audio recorded for transcription purposes.
The PI will primarily be responsible for the data, but could be shared with research
team as necessary. If shared with the research team, you will be identifiable within the
data. To protect your data, pseudonyms will be used on all of the data to de-identify the
data. It is USF policy to retain data for 5 years after the Final Report is submitted to the
IRB. When it is time for the data to be discarded, the data will be erased from the
external hard drive and any physical copies of documents will be shredded.
Total Number of Participants
About 10 individuals will take part in this study at all sites.
Alternatives / Voluntary Participation / Withdrawal
You do not have to participate in this research study.
You should only take part in this study if you want to volunteer. You should not feel
that there is any pressure to take part in the study. You are free to participate in this
research or withdraw at any time. There will be no penalty or loss of benefits you are
entitled to receive if you stop taking part in this study. Your decision to participate or
not to participate will not affect your job status, employment record, employee
evaluations, or advancement opportunities.
Benefits
We are unsure if you will receive any benefits by taking part in this research study.
Risks or Discomfort
This research is considered to be minimal risk. That means that the risks associated with
this study are the same as what you face every day. There are no known additional risks
to those who take part in this study.
Compensation
You will receive no payment or other compensation for taking part in this study.
Costs
It will not cost you anything to take part in the study.
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Conflict of Interest Statement
The PI does not have any financial interests related to this study or any other conflicts of
interest to report.
Privacy and Confidentiality
We will do our best to keep your records private and confidential. We cannot guarantee
absolute confidentiality. Your personal information may be disclosed if required by law.
Certain people may need to see your study records. These individuals include:
•

The research team, including the Principal Investigator, major professor, and
all other research staff.

•

Certain university people who need to know more about the study, and
individuals who provide oversight to ensure that we are doing the study in
the right way.

•

Any agency of the federal, state, or local government that regulates this
research.

•

The USF Institutional Review Board (IRB) and related staff who have
oversight responsibilities for this study, including staff in USF Research
Integrity and Compliance.

We may publish what we learn from this study. If we do, we will not include your
name. We will not publish anything that would let people know who you are.
You can get the answers to your questions, concerns, or complaints
If you have any questions, concerns or complaints about this study, or experience an
unanticipated problem, call Kymia Love Jackson at (813) 974-4796.
If you have questions about your rights as a participant in this study, or have
complaints, concerns or issues you want to discuss with someone outside the research,
call the USF IRB at (813) 974-5638 or contact by email at RSCH-IRB@usf.edu.
Consent to Take Part in this Research Study
I freely give my consent to take part in this study. I understand that by signing this
form I am agreeing to take part in research. I have received a copy of this form to take
with me.
_____________________________________________

____________

Signature of Person Taking Part in Study

Date

_____________________________________________
Printed Name of Person Taking Part in Study
164

Statement of Person Obtaining Informed Consent
I have carefully explained to the person taking part in the study what he or she can
expect from their participation. I confirm that this research subject speaks the language
that was used to explain this research and is receiving an informed consent form in their
primary language. This research subject has provided legally effective informed
consent.
_______________________________________________________________
_______________
Signature of Person obtaining Informed Consent
_______________________________________________________________
Printed Name of Person Obtaining Informed Consent
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Appendix E: Interview Protocol

Interview Guide
Introduction: I am conducting a narrative study on women’s journey to executive
leadership positions in higher education. Through this interview, I am interested in
learning about your journey to executive leadership. Please answer the questions as you
understand their meaning.
Getting to know you/Personal Journey to Leadership
1. Using the completion of your undergraduate studies as a starting point, describe
to me your journey that led you to your current position.
a. (if not answered) Did you:
i. Earn your graduate degree while progressing through the ranks?
ii. Earn your graduate degree before being hired for your current
position?
iii. Earn your degree after being in your position?
1. What was your motivation for attaining your graduate
degree(s)?
2. How much of your work experience is in higher education?
a. What other sectors do you have experience with?
b. Once you began working in higher education, how long did it take you to
move up the ladder?
Leadership Preparation
Considering your various leadership positions:
3. How did you know that you were ready to move into a higher level leadership
positions?
4. Do you feel that you were prepared enough for your leadership roles? Why or
why not?
5. How did you prepare (or how do you think that you prepared) for your current
position (e.g., acquiring formal education or training)?
a. Do you think there is a way to prepare you for executive leadership
positions in higher education?
b. If not answered in response: Do you believe that your education primed
or prepared you for your current position? Explain which areas.
Mentoring/Vicarious Experiences
6. Thinking about your path to executive leadership, were there instances where
you’ve had an individual offer guidance and/or support? (for example: a
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mentor, success coach, family, etc.)
a. Was there someone that you aspired to be or worked to become?
Gender, Diversity, & Equity/Women in Leadership
7. If you’ve ever felt that you’ve experienced difficulties because you are a woman,
how did you overcome those difficulties?
8. What has given you the confidence to achieve the level of leadership that you’ve
achieved?
Future Plans
9. Do you aspire to be President of an institution of higher education? VP of a
larger institution?
o What is your timeframe for pursuing that position?
10. If you were on the search committee to replace you in your current position,
what type of qualities and skills should the person in your position have? What
are the primary criteria for the position?
Pathway to Executive Leadership Positions in Higher Education
11. Thinking about the quality and skills mentioned, how would you advise aspiring
leaders to prepare for an executive leadership position?
a. How would you advise your younger self to prepare for your current
position?
Closing Statements
12. Is there anything else that you would like to share?
13. Do you have any questions for me?
14. May I contact you by email or arrange a second interview if I need more
information or clarification?
Thank you for your time. Please contact me if you have any questions, concerns, or
additional information to share prior to our next communication.
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Appendix F: Document Analysis Notes Template

Document Analysis Notes
Participant Name/Pseudonym:

_______________________________________

Document Review Date:

_______________________________________

1. What documents/content was reviewed?

2. Where was the information located?

3. What was my overall impression of the information?

4. What struck me as unusual, unclear, or an area that I may need to follow up on?
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Appendix G: Post Interview Notes Template

Post-Interview Notes/Researcher Debrief
Participant Name/Pseudonym:

_______________________________________

Interview Date & Time:

_______________________________________

5. What was my overall impression of the participant’s journey?

6. What was the major theme(s) of this interview?

7. What was the most interesting thing that I learned? What stands out?

8. What struck me as unusual, unclear, or a topic area that I may need to follow up
on?

9. What connections can I make with the literature? What information was brought
to light that the literature/framework did not cover?
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Appendix H: Observation Notes Template

Observation Notes
Participant Name/Pseudonym:

_______________________________________

Observation Date & Time:

_______________________________________

1. What areas were observed?

2. What was my overall impression of the participant’s environment?

3. What was the most interesting thing that I observed? What stands out?

4. What struck me as unusual, unclear, or an area that I may need to follow up on?

5. What connections can I make with the literature? What information was brought
to light that the literature/framework did not cover?
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Appendix I: IRB Training Certificates

Completion Date 09-Mar-2010
Expiration Date
N/A
Record ID
4166001

This is to certify that:

Kymia Love Jackson
Has completed the following CITI Program course:
Social and Behavioral Responsible Conduct of Research
Social and Behavioral Responsible Conduct of Research
1 - Basic Course

(Curriculum Group)
(Course Learner Group)
(Stage)

Under requirements set by:
University of South Florida

Verify at www.citiprogram.org/verify/?wa810fc62-d88e-46ef-8e2d-92c80a84cbcf-4166001
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Completion Date 0 -Aug-201
Expiration Date 04-Aug-2018
Record ID
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